The Dark Night of the Soul: the Archetype and Its Occurrence in Modern Fiction. by Theriot, Ibry Glyn-francis
Louisiana State University
LSU Digital Commons
LSU Historical Dissertations and Theses Graduate School
1973
The Dark Night of the Soul: the Archetype and Its
Occurrence in Modern Fiction.
Ibry Glyn-francis Theriot
Louisiana State University and Agricultural & Mechanical College
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_disstheses
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at LSU Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
LSU Historical Dissertations and Theses by an authorized administrator of LSU Digital Commons. For more information, please contact
gradetd@lsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Theriot, Ibry Glyn-francis, "The Dark Night of the Soul: the Archetype and Its Occurrence in Modern Fiction." (1973). LSU Historical
Dissertations and Theses. 2577.
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_disstheses/2577
INFORMATION TO USERS
This material was produced from a microfilm copy of the original document. While 
the most advanced technological means to photograph and reproduce this document 
have been used, the quality is heavily dependent upon the quality of the original 
submitted.
The following explanation of techniques is provided to help you understand 
markings or patterns which may appear on this reproduction.
1.The sign or "target" for pages apparently lacking from the document 
photographed is "Missing Page(s)". If it was possible to obtain the missing 
page(s) or section, they are spliced into the film along with adjacent pages. 
This may have necessitated cutting thru an image and duplicating adjacent 
pages to insure you complete continuity.
2. When an image on the film is obliterated with a large round black mark, it 
is an indication that the photographer suspected that the copy may have 
moved during exposure and thus cause a blurred image. You will find a 
good image of the page in the adjacent frame.
3. When a map, drawing or chart, etc., was part of the material being 
photographed the photographer followed a definite method in 
"sectioning" the material. It is customary to begin photoing at the upper 
left hand corner of a large sheet and to continue photoing from left to 
right in equal sections with a small overlap. If necessary, sectioning is 
continued again — beginning below the first row and continuing on until 
complete.
4. The majority of users indicate that the textual content is of greatest value, 
however, a somewhat higher quality reproduction could be made from 
"photographs" if essential to the understanding of the dissertation. Silver 
prints of "photographs" may be ordered at additional charge by writing 
the Order Department, giving the catalog number, title, author and 
specific pages you wish reproduced.
5. PLEASE NOTE: Some pages may have indistinct print. Filmed as 
received.
Xerox University Microfilms
300 North Zeeb Road




THERIOT, Ibry Glyn-Francis, 1942- 
THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL: THE ARCHETYPE
AND ITS OCCURRENCE IN MODERN FICTION.
The Louisiana State University and Agricultural 
and Mechanical College, Ph.D., 1973 
Language and Literature, modern
University Microfilms, A XEROX Company, Ann Arbor, Michigan
©  1974
IBRY GLYN-FRANCIS THERIOT
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
THIS DISSERTATION HAS BEEN MICROFILMED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED.
THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL: THE ARCHETYPE
AND ITS OCCURRENCE IN 
MODERN FICTION
A DISSERTATION
Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of the 
Louisiana State University and 
Agricultural and Mechanical College 
in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy
in
The Department of English
by
Ibry Glyn-Francis Theriot 
B.A. , Nicholls State University, 1964 





I wish to express my gratitude to Dr. Thomas L. 
Watson of the English Department at Louisiana State Uni­
versity for the enlightenment and encouragement he provided 
during the preparation of this work. I also wish to thank 
the members of my committee for their careful reading and 
advice in the preparation of this dissertation: Dr. Law­
rence Sasek, Dr. John Wildman, Dr. Annette McCormick, and 
Dr. Donald Stanford.
In addition, I would like to thank Dr. H. Maxwell 
Quertermous of the English Department at Nicholls State 
University for his contributions of knowledge and advice. 
Finally, I thank my friends for their invaluable and un­
tiring moral support, advice, and aid in preparing this 
study— particularly Stella Nesanovich, Tracey Peterson, Jr., 
and Jeri W. Williams.
TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
DEDICATION .  ............................................. ii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ......................................... iii
TABLE OF C O N T E N T S ......................................... iv




The Theological Vision: Saint John of the Cross . . 33
CHAPTER III
The Moral V i s i o n ....................................... 67
Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness ................  70
Julien Green's The Dark J o u r n e y .....................95
Charles Williams1 Descent Into H e l l .............. 143
Conclusion.......................................... 183
CHAPTER IV
The Ontological Vision: Friedrich Nietzsche . * . . 187
Louis-Ferdinand Celine's Journey to the End of
the N i g h t .......................................19 8
Samuel Beckett's Molloy..... ....................... 270
CHAPTER V
Conc l u s i o n............................................ 312
BIBLIOGRAPHY...........................  321
V I T A ....................................................... 325
ABSTRACT
One of the earliest expressions of the archetype of 
the Dark Night of the Soul is the epic convention of the 
"descent into hell." Generally speaking, this early meta­
phorical expression involves the hero's journey into a 
netherworld where he meets the inhabitants of the place of 
darkness who provide him with a series of awakenings to the 
reality of human existence. Often, the truths he learns 
take the form of ethical advice concerning his conduct in 
the world of the living. The pagans, who dealt almost ex­
clusively with externalities or objective reality, presented 
this archetypal experience as a journey into a dark land of 
even darker spirits. However, in the introspective, psy­
chologically-oriented twentieth century, the metaphorical 
journey must be inward, a journey into the darkness at the 
heart of the individual psyche. For this reason, more recent 
expressions of the archetype of the Dark Night of the Soul 
resemble the treatment of darkness expounded by Saint John 
of the Cross in his treatises. . In his' Ascent of Mount Car­
mel and The- Dark Night of the Soul, Saint John examines in 
great detail the psychological effects which characterize 
the archetypal experience: a discovery of the true dark
nature of human existence, a loss of ability to perceive ex­
ternal reality through the senses, a tendency to lose direct
v
vi
contact with the world of objective fact, a sense of aliena­
tion from everything except the self, and a close examina­
tion of the inner self which leads to an intense boredom 
and, eventually, the inertia of accidie.
The many recurrent expressions of these ideas through­
out literature indicate the archetypal nature of the experi­
ences which Saint John describes as the Dark Night of the 
Soul. C. G. Jung, in devising his theory of personality, 
particularly his ideas concerning the "Shadow" archetype, re­
cords these same types of experiences. In addition, many 
modern writers have shown a similar interest in these same 
psychological experiences and have, consequently, employed 
symbols, images, and ideas which are directly related to the 
archetype of the Dark Night of the Soul. Friedrich Nietzsche 
employs the archetype to formulate his aesthetic theories 
about the Dionysian and Apollonian impulses in the artist and, 
in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, he indicates an interest in the 
knowledge to be gained from this archetypal experience- More­
over, many modern authors utilize the archetype to present 
their particular moral vision of the world. Joseph Conrad's 
Heart of Darkness, Julien Green's The Dark Journey, and 
Charles Williams' Descent into Hell all involve a use of the 
archetype as a means of expressing the author's particular 
moral vision. Yet other modern writers utilize the arche­
typal experience to present their ontological visions. Louis- 
Ferdinand Celine's Journey to the End of the Night and Samuel 
Beckett's Moiioy employ the archetypal mode to explain ontology.
CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Much of modern criticism is devoted to the exegesis 
of literature through a study of its archetypal content.
Maud Bodkin, who may be termed the founder of modern arche­
typal criticism, says that the role of the critic when study­
ing archetypal patterns is two-fold: "We may study the
themes that show this persistence within the life of a com­
munity or race, and may compare the different forms which 
they assume; also we may study analytically in different in­
dividuals the inner experience of responding to such themes."1 
These two activities are the necessary limitations that the 
archetypal critic must impose upon himself in order to have 
a coherent mode of analyzing literary work. As far as the 
present study is concerned, these limitations will be ap­
plied to the analysis of the archetypal content sometimes re­
ferred to as the Dark Night of the Soul. It is not merely 
the recurrence of the theme and its concurrent metaphorical 
expressions that will occupy much of the consideration, but 
also the particular and individualistic psychological reac­
tions of the literary artist to the theme.
The Dark Night of the Soul has manifested itself as 
a significant theme in the body of Western literature. It
1 Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (London, 
1963), p. 2.
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has also become an important aspect of two areas of study 
which have had a tremendous impact on twentieth-century lit­
erary art. One of these areas is, obviously, psychology; 
the other is aesthetics. These two areas seem to come very 
close to merging into one body of thought in a great deal of 
the writing of Carl Jung. For example, Jung's comprehensive 
study of the nature of the psyche provides for a very defi­
nite possibility of the occurrence of aesthetic experiences 
on the part of each and every man. The individual, that is, 
can share something of the creation of a work of art. As 
Jung sees it, the appeal the artist makes to the unconscious 
part of the audience's psyche through a work of art comes 
directly from the unconscious part of the artist's psyche. 
This sharing of unconsciousness produces, according to Jung, 
the most meaningful and lasting art.
In the detailed explanation of archetypes and the 
responses to them, Jung shows how this psycho-aesthetic op­
erates. The artist, in Jung's view,
speaks in primordial images . . .  with a thousand 
voices; he enthralls and overpowers, while at the 
same time he lifts the idea he is trying to express 
out of the occasional and the transitory into the 
realms of the ever-enduring. He transmutes our per­
sonal destiny into the destiny of mankind, thereby 
evoking in us all those beneficent forces that have 
always enabled mankind to find a refuge from every 
peril and to outlive the^longest night. That is the 
secret of effective art.
Careful note should be taken to see that Jung insists that
2 Jolande Jacobi, The Psychology of C. G. Jung {New 
Haven, 1971), p. 24. All further references to Jung are 
from this same text. Jacobi's book, with a foreword written 
by Jung, is a synthesis of all of Jung's writings.
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the artist can be a strong guiding light in helping the more 
ordinary individual to cope with "every peril and to outlive 
the longest night." In relation to the specific archetype 
of the Dark Night of the Soul, the artist, it seems, has al­
ready come to terms with the darker aspects of his existence 
and can be an actual and experiential aid to the man who is 
just beginning his journey into night. Jung is specific in 
stating that it is not only through the knowledge of dark­
ness and the consequent artistic expression of that knowl­
edge that the artist communicates to us. In addition, the 
artist "speaks in primordial images . . . with a thousand 
voices"— images which are part of man's psyche at birth and 
which manifest themselves in a multitude of ways. The art­
ist, as Jung sees him, helps to bind each man to every other 
man through a brotherhood of unconsciousness. He construes 
a "collective unconscious" which is "the deep, dark centre 
of our unconscious, which can never be made wholly conscious, 
which bursts forth with elemental force like foreign bodies, 
eternally incomprehensible and never wholly assimilable by 
the ego" (p. 33). The unconscious “bursts forth" by means 
of archetypal images. The artist, as it were, penetrates 
the "deep, dark centre" of his own psyche in order to gain a 
more accurate and more thorough knowledge of his own being. 
And by recording the images he finds in that center, he com­
municates his knowledge to us by appealing to an actual pre­
knowledge of those things which already exist in our uncon­
scious or our portion of the "collective unconscious."
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Jung believes that there are really two forms of ar­
chetypal images. One form is the "actualized archetype which 
has become perceptible and already entered into the field of 
consciousness" (p. 40). This type of image can be readily 
used by the artist in his attempts at communicating, for the 
audience is completely knowledgeable and conscious of what 
the image means. Thus, when an artist "weaves a circle 
round" himself, the artist and the audience are aware of the 
protective nature of the "perceptible image" of the circle. 
According to Jung, this kind of archetypal image is part of 
the conscious, universal knowledge of humanity.
The other type of archetypal image which Jung recog­
nizes is "the nonperceptible archetype which is present only 
potentially in every psychic structure" (p. 40). This arche­
typal image can never be fully realized or rationalized by 
the consciousness into a meaningful totality; instead, it is 
intuitively felt by the artist who then attempts to describe 
what he has felt. Moreover, the man who observes the art­
ist's description vicariously feels a similar intuitive urg­
ing. Jung explains this phenomenon in this way: "The arche­
types are reflections of instinctive, that is, psychically 
necessary, reactions to certain situations; with their in­
born propensities they circumvent consciousness and lead to 
modes of behaviour which are psychologically necessary, 
though from without" (p. 41). The reaction to these "non­
perceptible archetypal images" is not one which can be 
planned by the artist or by the observer. Instead, the re­
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action is necessitated and guided by the nature of the "col­
lective unconscious" which forms a definite part of the psy­
ches of both artist and observer. The image that has called 
forth this unplanned reaction remains intact for both partic­
ipants and hence speaks more significantly and lastingly to 
them.
The Dark Night of the Soul belongs to this "nonper- 
ceptible" kind of archetype; that is, this type of archetype 
is not perceived through the normal cognitive and conscious 
faculties of the mind. It is, rather, an intuitive, a felt 
response which emanates from the unconscious mind. It is im­
portant to realize that this kind of archetypal pattern, the 
"nonperceptible" kind, is only present as a potentiality in 
man's psyche. That is, every man is not capable of having 
this kind of image "burst forth" from his "deep, dark centre." 
Most of us can recognize these images only as they are sup­
plied to us through artistic expression. Even then, the 
recognition does not come through our cognitive faculties.
We hear these images speak, but their language is not a lan­
guage of logic and reason. It is a dark, obscure language 
speaking to us from the darkness through powerful sensations 
and mental reactions "of extreme intensity [which] always in­
dicate the participation of the deepest strata" (p. 39) of 
man's being. Actually, the language of archetypal patterns 
manifests itself in metaphorical form, as Jung says:
An archetypal content expresses itself, first 
and foremost, in metaphors. If [it] should speak 
of the sun and identify with it the lion, the king,
6
the hoard of gold guarded by the dragon, or the 
power that makes for the life and health of man, it 
is neither the one thing nor the other, but the un­
known third thing that finds more or less adequate 
expression in all these similes, yet— to the per­
petual vexation of the intellect— remains unknown 
and not to be fitted into a formula. . . . Not for a 
moment dare we succumb to the illusion that an arche­
type can be finally explained and disposed of. Even 
the best attempts at explanation are only more or 
less successful translations into another metaphori­
cal language, (pp. 46-47)
In the case of the Dark Night of the Soul, the metaphor is, 
of course, always of night or darkness; however, the similar­
ities in the many expressions of this archetype occur on 
much more complete levels than the mere sensory perception 
of darkness. And the differences to be found in the re­
cordings of this archetype are based on the individual ex­
perience that each author brings to his writing. More will 
be said of this later.
The individual experience and the role it plays in 
relation to archetypal patterns form a viable part of Jung's 
theory of archetypes. Since each individual actually shares 
a real part of his being with everyone else through the “col­
lective unconscious," any individual expression of an image 
is only colored or shaded by that individual's personal 
knowledge. The actual shape and nature of the image is "pri­
mordial" and endures throughout any form of particularized 
experience. It must be remembered that Jung was writing 
against the background of the security of nineteenth-century 
traditional morality. He believed in a unification of man­
kind and was bound, therefore, to point out the "true" na­
ture of existence as being directly related to a supreme
7
power. And the archetypal images, as he sees them, are a 
direct means of relating the individual being to "a vast 
store of ancestral knowledge about the profound relations 
between God, man, and the cosmos" (p. 49). Indeed, Jung 
feels that "To open up this store in one's own psyche, to 
awaken it to new life and integrate it with consciousness, 
means nothing less than to save the individual from his iso­
lation and gather him into the eternal cosmic process" (p. 49). 
Jung's description of archetypes and the moral function which 
some writers attach to the experience of the Dark Night of 
the Soul sound very much alike. These writers feel that an 
ethical balance must be struck between the joy, or light, of 
life and the sorrow, or darkness. For Jung, it becomes ab­
solutely "imperative to resolve [the unconscious] projec­
tions, to raise its contents to consciousness" (p. 49).
This idea can involve the artist. It becomes the artist's 
purpose to describe and to "translate into another metaphori­
cal language" the images which bombard his conscious imagina­
tion from his unconscious storehouse and which he subsequent­
ly utilizes to help explain his idea. From this point, the 
observer of the artist’s work identifies the image by almost 
imperceptible, intuitive-emotional means and consequently 
shares a moment's enlightenment about his own "collective un­
conscious ."
Using these ideas about archetypal patterns and the 
nature of the artist's role in utilizing those patterns, we 
can gain some accurate knowledge of how various authors
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despite their prevailing feelings of isolation and aliena­
tion have achieved a universality of communication. Many of 
the modern writers who deal with the archetypal pattern of 
the Dark Night of the Soul align themselves with the Jungian 
idea of "saving the individual from isolation and gathering 
him into the eternal cosmic process."
Despite Jung's nineteenth-century ethical and socio- 
religious code, he does have a real insight and feeling for 
the peculiar state of being which is twentieth-century life. 
He makes several important remarks about contemporary life 
which are relevant to an understanding of what much of con­
temporary fiction concerns itself with. One of the problems 
he discerns in contemporary man is his too stringent adher­
ence to consciousness. Late nineteenth-century and early 
twentieth-century writers were consistently preoccupied with 
the rational part of man's mind, particularly the functions 
of the consciousness. This fear of examining the uncon­
scious mind caused modern man to regard any delving into the 
unconscious as dangerous:
the approach of the unconscious induces a panic fear 
in civilized people, not least on account of the men­
acing analogy with insanity. The intellect has no 
objection to "analysing" the unconscious as a passive 
object; on the contrary such an activity would coin­
cide with our rational expectations. But to let the 
unconscious go its own way and to experience it as a 
reality is something beyond the courage and capacity 
of the average European. He prefers simply not to 
understand this problem. For the spiritually weak- 
kneed this is the better course, since the thing is 
not without its dangers. The experience of the un­
conscious is a personal secret communicable only to 
a very few. (p. 81)
This description of the hesitancy regarding the exploration
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of the unconscious is reminiscent of the aura one perceives 
upon reading any number of modern novels— in particular 
those which primarily concern themselves with an expression 
of that part of the unconscious which is dark and with the 
expression of the Dark Night of the Soul. Writers such as 
Saint John of the Cross, Joseph Conrad, Julien Green, Charles 
Williams, Friederick Nietzsche, Louis-Ferdinand Celine, and 
Samuel Beckett, are those few to whom the unconscious has 
been communicable and who, in turn, try their best to commu­
nicate to the rest of mankind what they have learned from 
their private darkness.
To landerstand the nature of the archetype of the Dark 
Night of the Soul, it is perhaps wise to start with one of 
the earliest written records of its occurrence. This record 
is to be found in the tradition of the classical epic in the 
literature of the Western world. One of the most frequently 
noted of the literary devices which form a part of the epic 
is the metaphorical expression referred to as "the descent 
into hell." Most critical commentary shows that, generally 
speaking, this device records a journey into some sort of 
netherworld where the hero is exposed to the inhabitants and 
their various reasons for being there. From these shadow 
creatures he learns some enlightening and significant truths. 
These truths are actually provided him so that he can better 
understand how to function— not in the darkness of the under­
world, but in the light of the world of living humanity.
Most frequently, the truths to which the hero is ex-
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posed turn out to be some sort of ethical advice. They help
him to determine the correct modes of behavior in the living
world of men. He would do well, in other words, not to fol­
low the examples of those beings caught in the tortures and 
darkness of Hades. Besides this knowledge, however, the 
hero is also provided with a much deeper understanding of 
his own finite being and ultimately with a fuller understand­
ing of his relationship with the larger scheme of the uni­
verse. By comparing his way of life with that of the inhab­
itants of the underworld, he can perhaps gain a clearer 
knowledge of his personal strengths and weaknesses. And by 
ultimately realizing that the darkness of Hades is actually 
part of the true nature of being for all humanity, the hero 
obtains a penetrating insight into the basic ontological 
questions. In effect, the tradition of the descent into 
hell is actually a mythological objectification of some art­
ist's recognition of part of his own, subjective mental 
state. It is his reaction to a discovery within himself of 
the darker, more obscure recesses of the unconscious mind 
which form a necessary part of man's totality of experience. 
Finally, the actual metaphorical expression is a projected 
statement of that personal knowledge of the self. When 
Dante descends through the various circles of hell, he is 
actually projecting on an external landscape the knowledge 
of darkness, terror, and horror which he had discovered with­
in his own mind.
In the classical epic, this type of projected state-
11
ment had to be objectified in order to be completely under­
stood by both the artist and his audience. When, for ex­
ample, Odysseus encounters Circe, he discovers an important 
insight into the libidinal darkness of mankind. Odysseus 
sees that unrestrained, unbridled indulgence in the darkness 
of sexuality causes man to become bestial. His men, who suc­
cumb to the dark allurements of Circe, are turned into pigs. 
Homer, who had no knowledge of depth psychology, constructs 
an objectified portrait of his personal knowledge of sex. 
Thus, the pagan artist had to project him images of darkness 
outward from his own being into some externality, usually 
of plot and character, in order to try to come to terms with 
the universality of the experience. Once psychology had es­
tablished itself as a legitimate discipline, the scientist 
provided the artist with sure ground that his own subjective 
experience would and necessarily should form the basis for 
his art.
The pagans, then, who dealt almost exclusively with 
the external world of objective reality presented the theme 
of darkness as a journey into a dark land of even darker 
spirits. But in the psychologically-oriented, introspective 
twentieth century, the metaphorical journey must be inward, 
a journey into the heart of the darkness of the self. Since 
the lonely artist of modern times finds it difficult to re­
late his being to someone or some power outside his own 
sphere of existence, he no longer objectifies the journey as 
a descent into hell. Instead, the path which the artist
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takes to discover the totality of human experience and being 
is often that exploration of the darkness within himself, 
that way toward self-knowledge, the archetype for which is 
properly termed the Dark Night of the Soul. These journeys 
will be discussed in much more detail somewhat later.
In addition to understanding the eternal recurrence 
of this archetype throughout the ages of literature, it 
would perhaps help to show how the archetype is formulated in 
terms of its psychological, aesthetic, and literary expres­
sions. We turn, again, to Carl Jiang for an understanding of 
the psychological expression of the Dark Night of the Soul. 
Jung, of course, does not use this term for his rendering of 
this archetypal expression. He calls the experience the con­
frontation with the "Shadow" archetype. This encounter is 
actually the very first stage in what Jung calls the "indi­
viduation process," the most important of all the psychologi­
cal processes. The "individuation process" is that activity 
which the individual undergoes in order to develop and to 
integrate his personality along balanced, sane lines. Since 
the psyche is made up of divergent and often hostile forces, 
some conscious and some unconscious, the individual must un­
dergo a self-realizing and self-fulfilling process of bal­
ancing, organizing, and integrating his personality. The 
process is "the psychic parallel to the physical process of 
growth and aging" (p. 107). It is the process by which the 
individual makes whole his psychic being.
According to Jung, the encounter with the "Shadow"
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archetype is the very first stage in the individuation pro­
cess. The first fruit of this encounter is a realization of 
the "split-off portion of Oman's] being which nevertheless 
remains attached to him 'like his shadow1" (p. 109). The 
"split-off portion" is symbolized by the "other side" of our 
being, the dark, unknown brother. And Jung believes that 
the knowledge of this dark brother is completely necessary 
in order to cope with the total reality of existence. Tliis 
"Shadow"— primarily because of its archetypal nature— has ap­
peared in artistic works many times; but the most consistent 
literary appearance of the theme is to be found in the dop- 
pelganger motif. For Jung, a listing of some of the promi­
nent instances where this version of the archetype has oc­
curred in literature would include "Shakespeare's Caliban, 
Mrs. Shelley's Frankenstein, Oscar Wilde's The Fisherman and 
His Soul, Stevenson's Mr. Hyde, Chamisso's' Peter S'chTemihl, 
Hermann Hesse's Steppenwolf, Aldous Huxley's Grey Eminence, 
not to mention Mephisto, Faust's dark tempter" (p. 110).
According to Jung's interpretation, the "Shadow" is 
"the inborn collective predisposition which we reject for 
ethical, aesthetic, or other reasons, and repress because it 
is in opposition to our conscious principles" (p. 110). In 
other words, the "Shadow" contains all of those aspects of 
our being which are dark, primitive, obscure, and often 
frightening primarily because they are antithetical to ac­
cepted limitations imposed by ethics, religion, or social 
consciousness. Civilization has deemed that the "Shadow" re­
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main repressed, that it is dangerous to the continuance of 
the human society. Jung feels that the "Shadow*' "symbolizes, 
as it were, the 'back' of the prevailing Zeitgeist, its hid­
den antithesis" (p. Ill).
Because of the repressed nature of this archetypal 
pattern, the individual artist often feels immensely threat­
ened when images from his unconscious content begin to bom­
bard his consciousness. The result of this conflict will be 
either a more thorough repression or an enlightenment on the 
part of the individual concerning this darker aspect of his 
true nature. Those who are brave will go on to enlightenment 
by actually making the "Shadow" a conscious, rationally- 
controlled part of the personality. Jung says, "This path 
. . . is not advisable for all men, nor is it open to all"
(p. 107). Indeed, for Jung, this path is one which should 
not be followed by the individual, alone. It is, rather, 
one which must be shared with "a partner or therapist . . .  
to safeguard the ego against the violently irrupting con­
tents of the unconscious and to integrate these contents 
into the psychic totality in a manner consonant with the end 
in view" (p. 107) . Since the modern writer has not always 
been wont to share his experience with an analyst, he has 
tended to create imaginary personae to share the dangerous 
path of the encounter with the "Shadow." Hence, there is a 
great deal of interest in the doppelganger motif in recent 
novels. But more characteristic is the feeling of threat 
and danger which pervades these novels.
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This feeling of dread and apprehension forms a very 
real part of the delineation of the Dark Night of the Soul 
as it appears in modern fiction.
In addition to these aspects of the "Shadow," Jung 
says that the archetype itself has a two-fold nature:
In its individual aspect the shadow stands for the 
'personal darkness,1 personifying the contents (some­
times positive) of our psyche that have been rejected 
and repressed or less lived in the course of our con­
scious existence; in its collective aspect, it stands 
for the universally human dark side within us, for 
the tendency toward the dark and inferior that is in­
herent in every man. (p. 112)
It will be noted that the contents of this archetype are 
"sometimes positive." What Jung means is that the darkness, 
deprivation, despair, and dread which we feel when we en­
counter the "Shadow" are not necessarily evil or detrimental 
to us. Instead, these feelings are sometimes necessary for 
the particular individual undergoing the experience to 
achieve a balanced and integrated outlook on the multi­
faceted nature of existence. The "Shadow" is not dangerous 
to all men; it is simply that part of our unconscious being 
which is still uncivilized, unadapted, and undifferentiated. 
The latter term has reference/ for Jung, to that which has 
not undergone individuation or that which has not yet become 
consciously known. Actually, Jung sees the confrontation 
with the "Shadow" archetype to be necessary in initiating 
"the beginning of the objective attitude toward our own per­
sonality without which no progress can be made along the 
path of wholeness" (p. 114). He says:
If you imagine someone who is brave enough to with-
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draw all these projections then you get an individual 
who is conscious of a considerable shadow. Such a 
man has saddled himself with new problems and con­
flicts. He has become a serious problem to himself, 
as he is now unable to say that they do this or that, 
they are wrong, and they must be fought against. . . . 
Such a man knows that whatever is wrong in the world 
is in himself, and if he only learns to deal with his 
own shadow he has done something real for the world.
He has succeeded in shouldering at least an infini­
tesimal part of the gigantic, unsolved social prob­
lems of our day. (p. 114)
This description is applicable to most of the characters who
populate the novels examined in this study, those dealing
with the Dark Night of the Soul.
For Jung, the unveiling of the unconscious through 
an approximate description of its archetypal content and par­
ticularly the confrontation with the "Shadow" archetype are 
essential means for maintaining a wholeness of personality 
which can best be described as sanity. His relevance to this 
study is two-fold. In the first place, he gives us a defini­
tion of archetypal content and provides us with a manner of 
studying how that content operates. He also gives us a psy­
chological interpretation and basis for undergoing the arche­
typal experience of the Dark Night of the Soul. However,
Jung himself does not go into any particular detail concern­
ing that experience; yet in his definition of the "Shadow" 
archetype, we can assume that had he wished to be completely 
comprehensive he could have called the actual action of con­
fronting the "Shadow" the Dark Night of the Soul.
Besides the impact that the idea of the Dark Night 
of the Soul has had on modern psychology in Jungian terms, 
this archetypal experience has had profound effect on modern
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aesthetic theories and practices. It should be here recapit­
ulated that Jung, too, had something to say concerning aes­
thetics: The artist is he who "speaks in primordial images"
which come to him from "the depths of his Unconscious; [and] 
with his creations he in turn stirs the unconscious of his 
audience, and this is the ultimate secret of his effective­
ness" (p. 110). The basis for all art, in Jung's view, is 
the dark receptacle of all human knowledge called the "col­
lective unconscious." Art, in these terms, is born as an 
irrational, intuitive response to primitive and ever-enduring 
urges. The artist may impose reason on these urges in order 
to give them form so that they can be better communicated, 
but the response to them will come from the same source— the 
irrational, intuitive urgings of the "collective unconscious."
Friedrich Nietzsche states a similar aesthetic idea 
in his analysis of two creative tendencies. In "Dionysos 
and Apollo," a portion of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche 
develops the two opposite and complementary tendencies which 
are partly created in the individual by the "formative
3forces of nature without the mediation of the human artist." 
They are substantiated and refined by the social contact to 
which the artist puts them; that is, the society in which the 
artist lives will help to determine the extent to which his 
art will be Dionysian or Apollonian. Generally speaking,
3 Friedrich Nietzsche, "Dionysos and Apollo" in The 
Modern Tradition, eds. Richard Ellmann and Charles Feidelson, 
Jr. (New York, 1965), p. 550. All other references to 
Nietzsche are taken from this. text.
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the Apollonian creative tendency is that which seeks to im­
pose form, order, and reason on the work of art. The Diony­
sian tendency is that which is irrational, intuitive, and, 
best of all for Nietzsche, spontaneous. "Dionysos and Apol­
lo" attempts to describe the nature of these two tendencies 
which "developed alongside one another, usually in fierce 
opposition, each by its taunts forcing the other to more 
energetic production" (p. 548).
The Apollonian impulse is that force which Nietzsche 
terms the symbol of the principium individuationis. That is, 
it is the force which, through rational means, seeks to iso­
late, define, and separate all with which it comes into con­
tact. This impulse strives to identify each and every as­
pect of being in a unique and differentiating manner. For 
Nietzsche, it is the main principle which keeps the world of 
illusion or "dream" alive, and this kind of illusion is com­
parable to the constant philosophical "premonition that our 
everyday reality, too, is an illusion, hiding another, to­
tally different kind of reality" (p. 549). The Apollonian 
tendency allows itself to be governed by the illusion of 
sensory perception on which it bases its rational interpre­
tation of reality. Moreover, the artist who is inspired by 
the Apollonian impulse is he who practices a rational re­
straint over the emotional content of his being as well as 
his art. He refuses to give way to an irrational "bursting 
forth" of unconscious urgings, for "Apollo demands self- 
control from his people and, in order to observe such self­
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control/ a knowledge of self1' (p. 555) . It is from this de- 
mand, Nietzsche asserts, that the need for the ancient "Know 
Thyself" arose among the Greeks. He does not suggest that 
man is never emotional or irrational; instead, he emphasizes 
knowledge of those darker aspects of the self in order to be 
better able to control them. Further, this practice allows 
the individual to be "keenly aware of the terrors and horrors 
of existence" (p. 553) without totally succumbing to their 
influence. The Apollonian artist is completely aware of all 
the darker aspects of man's being; and in order to cope with 
this knowledge, he erects a "magic mountain" and populates 
its landscape with the Olympian gods. Nietzsche explains, 
"The Apollonian need for beauty had to develop the hierarchy 
of joy by slow degrees from the original titanic hierarchy 
of terror, as roses are seen to break from a thorny thicket. 
How else could life have been borne by a race so hypersensi­
tive, so emotionally intense, so equipped for suffering"
(p. 553).
It was the Apollonian impulse that led the ancient 
Greeks to provide a mythological framework to explain almost 
all their existence— even down to explaining the "true cause" 
for such things as the Narcissus flower. The Apollonian per­
petuates the beautiful world of illusion, of dream, in order 
to cope with the terrors of existence. This world is one of 
marvelous perfection in artistic form, of complete control 
over subject matter. It is symbolized, for Nietzsche, by 
Doric art which "has immortalized Apollo's majestic rejec-
20
tion of all license" (p. 551).
The second type of creative impulse which nature can 
help to form in the artist is the Dionysian impulse. It 
stands in relation to the Apollonian as "intoxication" does 
to the "dream." In the first place, this impulse is born 
when man "suddenly begins to doubt the cognitive modes of ex­
perience, in other words, when in a given instance the law 
of causation seems to suspend itself" (p. 559). In effect, 
Nietzsche is saying that when the Dionysian impulse begins 
to make itself manifest, the' principium individuationis is 
broken and man begins to understand his existence not ration­
ally but in a state of "ecstatic rapture." The need to sepa­
rate, define, differentiate is dissipated by man*s submission 
to the Dionysiac rapture. Indeed, Nietzsche feels that at 
this juncture man forgets his individual nature and becomes 
one with "the whole frame of nature." Where the Apollonian 
causes man to separate each and every object into its unique 
relation to the rest of the world of objects, the Dionysian 
forces us to recognize the unity which exists in the uni­
verse. In much the same tone as Jung, Nietzsche says:
Not only does the bond between man and man come 
to be forged once more by the magic of the Dionysiac 
rites, but nature itself, long alienated or sub­
jugated, rises again to celebrate the reconciliation 
with her prodigal son, man. Now the slave emerges 
as a freeman; all the rigid, hostile walls which 
either necessity or despotism has erected between 
men are shattered. Now that the gospel of universal 
harmony is sounded, each individual becomes not only 
reconciled to his fellow but actually at one with him.
Man now expresses himself through song and dance as 
the member of a higher community; he has forgotten 
how to walk, how to speak, and is on the brink of
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taking wing as he dances. Each of his gestures be­
tokens enchantment; through him sounds a supernatural 
power, the same power which makes the animals speak 
and the earth render up milk and honey. He feels 
himself to be godlike and strikes with the same ela­
tion and ecstasy as the gods he has seen in his 
dreams. No longer the artist, he has himself become 
a work of art; the productive power of the whole uni­
verse is now manifest in his transport, to the glo­
rious satisfaction of the Primordial One. (p. 550)
In effect, the Dionysian principle forces the individual to 
give complete and total freedom to every part of his being, 
including the dark and often terrifying forces of his uncon­
scious .
Nietzsche believes that it is possible for an art to 
be produced which binds together the rapture of the Dionysiac 
and the rationale of the Apollonian. For him this art was 
Attic tragedy. Utter abandonment was given in these trage­
dies to such emotional outpourings as fear, terror, and pity. 
The artist, however, was extremely careful to keep these out­
pourings within a tight, well-organized structure which care­
fully related all parts of the tragedy to the total effect 
to be produced. Such art was structurally sound as well as
emotionally realistic and effective.
The realism and effectiveness of the Dionysian im­
pulse can be seen in the fact that Nietzsche relates the im­
pulse to the sexual drive. Both tend to produce a tremen­
dous craving for promiscuity in the individual, and both 
lead to reproduction or creation.
The archetype of the Dark Night of the Soul belongs
to the same family as the Dionysian impulse. Since the ex­
pression of the archetype involves the explication of the
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darker, uncontrollable urges of the unconscious mind, in al­
most every instance of its expression, it cannot belong to 
the individuation principle of the Apollonian tendency. By 
its very nature, the Dark Night of the Soul actually calls 
for the abolishment of those cognitive, mental forces which 
help us to control and subdue our inner promptings. Just as 
the Dionysian impulse calls for the "total emancipation of all 
the symbolic powers" (p. 552) , the Dark Night of the Soul de­
mands that the individual leave reason behind. It is an ex­
perience which sees the images of the unconscious bursting 
forth from the darkness in tumultuous and, for Nietzsche, 
ecstatic triumph. The mind no longer tries to restrain or 
repress, and the artist lets loose a cry of anguish in ec­
stasy, a "clamor [which] expresses the whole outrageous gam­
ut of nature— delight, grief, knowledge— even to the most 
piercing cry" (p. 556).
It becomes obvious that Nietzsche, like many other 
modern writers, recognizes the operation of archetypal pat­
terns as a truism of man's earthly existence. This declara­
tion is supported by his statement that "Dionysiac stirrings 
arise either through the influence of those narcotic potions 
of which all primitive races speak in their hymns, or through 
the powerful approach of spring, which penetrates with joy 
the whole frame of nature" (p. 550). If communication among 
individuals is to take place, then the only frame of refer­
ence where this can occur is the "whole frame of nature."
And the "whole frame of nature" is made continually vibrant
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and vital by the ever-enduring recurrence of archetypal pat­
terns .
Joseph Conrad speaks of the role of the artist in 
much the same terms of archetypal references as do Nietzsche 
and Jung. In his famous "Preface" to The Nigger of the Nar­
cissus , Conrad writes:
Confronted by the same enigmatical spectacle [of 
the machinations of the universe] the artist descends 
within himself, and in that lonely region of stress 
and strife, if he be deserving and fortunate, he 
finds the terms of his appeal. His appeal is made to 
our less obvious capacities: to that part of our na­
ture which, because of the warlike conditions of ex­
istence, is necessarily kept out of sight within the 
more resisting and hard qualities. . . . His appeal 
is less loud, more profound, less distinct, more 
stirring— and sooner forgotten. Yet its effect en­
dures forever. . . . But the artist appeals to that 
part of our being which is not dependent on wisdom: 
to that in us which is a gift and not an acquisition—  
and, therefore, more permanently enduring. He 
speaks to our capacity for delight and wonder, to 
the sense of mystery surrounding our lives; our 
sense of pity, and beauty, and pain; to the latent 
feeling of fellowship with all creation— and to the 
subtle but invincible conviction of solidarity that 
knits together the loneliness of innumerable hearts, 
to the solidarity in dreams, in joy, in sorrow, in 
aspirations, in illusions, in hope, in fear, which 
binds men to each other, which binds together all 
humanity— t^e dead to the living and the living to 
the unborn.
Conrad, too, obviously recognizes the need for the artist to 
penetrate the true nature of his own being— including the 
dark and often horrifying things to be found there. He in­
sists that it is by so doing that the artist is really cap­
able of creating an expression of those things which can be
4 Joseph Conrad, Three Great Tales: Heart- of Dark­
ness , Typhoon, and Nigger of the Narcissus (New York, n.d.), 
p. viii.
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meaningful, enlightening, and enduring for his fellow man.
He, like Jung and Nietzsche, sees this activity as an impor­
tant means by which man dispels the feeling of isolation and 
fragmentation and takes his rightful place as a member of a 
larger, more universal ontological scheme. In this way, the 
artist actually helps to give deeper meaning to the mundane 
suffering of man as well as to provide a key to understanding 
the abysmal self-tortuous suffering which characterize much 
of the life of modern man. In this aesthetic viewpoint, 
there exists the absolute need for the individual artist to 
come to a total understanding of his own nature and thereby 
with the nature of every man. In order to achieve this un­
derstanding, the artist must say to himself, as Jung says, 
"Not my sorrow, but the sorrow of the world; not a personal 
isolating pain, but a pain without bitterness that unites 
all humanity" (p. 102).
The nature of this sorrow and this pain comprise, in 
a large measure, the content of many expressions of the 
archetype of the Dark Night of the Soul as it appears in the 
modern novel. In particular, the type of suffering that is 
characteristic of twentieth-century man is of the utmost im­
portance as far as this study is concerned.
Perhaps the most outstanding trait which character­
izes the suffering of modern man is to be found in what 
Nathan Scott refers to as "the broken center." Because of 
the intellectual and technological advances of the nine­
teenth century, modern man has found himself in a precarious
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position. As Scott explains, modern man— and particularly the
modern artist— finds himself living in a time
when the traditional premises regarding the radical 
significance of things have collapsed and when, there­
fore, there is no longer any robust common faith to 
orient the imaginative faculties of men with respect 
to the ultimate mysteries of existence— when, in other 
words, the basic presuppositions of a culture have be­
come just yawning question marks— then the literary 
artist is thrust upon a most desolate frontier in­
deed.
Much confusion involving the nature of God and of man's rela­
tion to God resulted in a severe doubting of the verity of 
the existence of the absolute power of a deity. Man found 
himself in a world which was void of the possibility of be­
lief in anything outside his own personal experience, and 
even that was to become severely questioned as he found that 
he could no longer put absolute trust in his own sensory per­
ceptions. Yet, as Freud points out, man retained an "oceanic 
feeling," a need to unify his being with some sort of "other­
ness." Since that union was believed impossible because the 
"otherness" did not exist except mythically or because the 
"otherness" had died or ceased to concern himself in man's 
affairs, man was forced to look into himself to try to unify 
the divergent aspects of his own being in order to come to 
terms with what existence really means. Introspection be­
came the only possible means of gaining this knowledge of 
the self that was necessary in order to cope with the world. 
Nathan Scott sees this predicament as being the true nature
5 Nathan A. Scott, The Broken Center (New Haven,
1966) , pp. 2-3.
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of the modern life style. He says:
But by far the deepest cause of the despondency 
and sense of alienation in modern literature is to 
be found in the collapse of any real certainty that 
what is Radically and Ultimately Significant is not 
absolutely secluded from that which is only provi­
sionally significant in nature and in history. To 
the men of our age, God seems, as Heidegger says, to 
be "withholding" Himself: He seems to be absent and
perhaps even dead. As a consequence, our journey 
through the world seems to be a terribly uncertain 
and perilous journey: as Stanley Hopper puts it,
"the familiar trails to reality are swallowed up in 
thickets of confusion: the spoors are thickly over­
laid," and the artist's recoil before this dark and 
threatening wood is but type and example of the deep 
mistrust with which modern man faces today the in­
digence and privation of the world of finite, his­
torical existence.
Thus, one of the hallmarks of modern literature, particular­
ly in the novel, is an intense consciousness of man's basic 
isolation from a stalwart belief in a set of values which 
has an absolute deity as its center. Since modern man can
no longer align himself with some sort of external values,
he is forced to create a set of values on his own, alone.
In the midst of creating these values, man not only
begins to distrust the religious values he has been taught, 
but he also questions the traditional values he has in­
herited. He often has to destroy what was comfortably and 
securely given him by his past. The destruction of those 
traditions, for some, involves their being in open conflict 
with a large portion of humanity and thus results in a fur­
ther alienation from the surrounding social and moral en­
vironment. More and more, man is forced to find some mean-
6 Ibid., p. 22.
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ing in life by studying himself. Eventually, man finds him­
self struggling to become aware of the most forbidden corners 
of his psyche. Often, this activity becomes excessively dark 
and burdensome to man because of his emotional reactions to 
what he discovers. Sometimes this awareness becomes extreme­
ly frightening to the individual; however, at the same time, 
the awareness is always enlightening. Man has to learn to 
cope with the dark, inexplicable, impulsive forces which con­
stitute a real part of his being. James C. Dahl, in his ex­
plication of Conrad's Heart of Darkness, shows the importance 
of these concepts to recent literature:
The awakening to the darkness of the human heart 
and the consequences of this act. . . .  This kind of 
introspective journey into the dark side of human 
personality is the subject of much of the best of 
modern literature and modern psychology and is gen­
erally considered to be necessary for human happi­
ness and mental balance. Yet it is probably the 
most frightening and disruptive moral act human be­
ings are called to undertake . . .  and some do not 
survive the journey.
In modern fiction, it is this kind of concern which permeates 
the metaphorical expressions of the Dark Night of the Soul.
It is, in addition, a darkness which is permeated by the ab­
sence of faith in anything radically significant (to use 
Scott's terms). Thus, many expressions of the archetype are 
based on this more or less atheistic or "God is dead" kind 
of viewpoint. There are, however, other expressions, which 
assume the real and necessary existence of a deity, the most
7 James C. Dahl, "Kurtz, Marlow, Conrad and the 
Human Heart of Darkness," Studies in the Literary imagina­
tion , I, ii (October, 196 8T7 33.
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significant being that of Saint John of the Cross, who pro­
vides us with the term being currently used for the arche­
type. A significant part of this study will consider the 
import of both the theistic and the atheistic expressions of 
the Dark Night of the Soul.
Before that can be done, however, it is necessary to 
try to define the nature of the Dark Night of the Soul. One 
must begin by submitting a fact that is common to almost 
every written expression of the theme: the true knowledge
of the Dark Night is available only through experience. The 
only thing these writers can do is to approximate what their 
personal experience with the Dark Night has been like, and 
almost every one of them is quick to inform the reader that 
the experience is very nearly inexplicable.
The central metaphor for recording the experience is 
the journey. This motif is most often presented as an exter­
nal journey, with movement from one location to another; how­
ever, this external journey is really often a metaphorical 
expression of a more important introspective journey into 
the various parts of the psyche. Usually, the inward journey 
explores regions of darkness and night. Thus, the initial 
metaphor is compounded to include another, more totally de­
scriptive expression.
During the initiatory phases of the Kjourney,11 the 
individual begins to notice that his mind is reacting to cer­
tain things in a manner entirely different from before. He 
discerns that his sensory perceptions are becoming peculiar.
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They no longer respond to external stimuli according to 
their nature. This failure on the part of his senses causes 
him to lose faith in their abilities. The destruction of 
faith in the senses actually begins when he discovers that 
he has undergone some trivial action and becomes extremely 
surprised when he cannot figure out why. He notes that the 
mechanics of the action have completely taken over; his mo­
tives for undergoing the action are totally obscured. Ul­
timately, all of his actions begin to take on the same type 
of aura; that is, everything he does comes to be regarded 
as mechanical. The mechanical occurrences lead him to be­
come suspect of the nature of the reality of the objective 
world. Up to this point, that world has been completely un­
derstandable because he could rely on his sense perceptions 
to help him isolate, individuate, and hence identify the; ob­
jects of that world. Now, he can no longer trust his senses 
to record or to explain to him what is actually happening. 
Everything seems the same. All sensations become meaning­
less . Even those games which he has played in order to sat­
isfy his sensory pleasure become nothing to him. Everything 
is equally conducive to boredom. With the reduction of the 
external world to this state of affairs, especially with the 
cessation of pleasure in things of the objective world, that 
world begins to lose its meaning for him. Eventually, he 
comes to ignore totally the world outside himself. Obvious­
ly, this deprivation of meaning in the external world leads 
to a real type of mental anguish— that which occurs when one
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is forced to abandon faith in something which heretofore has 
been completely understandable. After this, the suffering 
becomes more intense.
Having obliterated all faith in the external world 
(and this includes the "breaking of the center” already de­
scribed) , the individual becomes preoccupied with the self. 
Bit by bit, all areas of the self are probed and dissected. 
The intensity of the study of the self leads the individual 
to limit his experience almost exclusively in terms of the 
self. He forces himself to come to terms with what he is, 
in and for himself. He tries his best to be rational about 
what he sees within himself, but rationality is not always 
possible. When he discovers, for example, his true kinship 
to the very basic and atavistic nature of all animals, he 
suffers a tremendous blow. The individual feels worthless; 
he experiences a total loss of ego. Soon, other dark areas 
of his psyche open up to him with much the same startling ef­
fect. Ultimately, this kind of intense self-dissection be­
comes just as mechanical and just as meaningless as the dis­
section of the objective world had become. He feels an in­
tense lack of motion within the deepest core of his being.
He suffers from accidie, a kind of spiritual inertia. And 
this is the depth of the Dark Night of the Soul.
It is at the point of accidie that the divergence in 
the treatment of the archetypal theme occurs. Those writers 
who lean more toward a moral interpretation of experience 
and those who are more theistic in their viewpoint tend to
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portray the soul as it emerges from the inertia of accidie 
and becomes unified with some sort of externality. For the 
theist, the soul becomes unified with God, as in the trea­
tises of Saint John of the Cross. For the moralist, the 
soul has been exposed to the degradation of darkness in or­
der to learn the difference between the darkness of evil and 
the light of good. Writers of this bias feel that perception 
of the Dark Night of the Soul is important if one is to func­
tion within some sort of ethical framework. The self is 
saved by being exposed to its darker nature. Joseph Conrad's 
Heart of Darkness, Charles Williams1 Descent into Hell, and 
Julien Green's The Dark Journey are excellent examples of a 
moralistic approach to the archetype of the Dark Night of 
the Soul. For these writers, as for Saint John of the Cross, 
the Dark Night is an instance of the more traditional, pur­
gative way of orthodoxy.
Other writers, those who are not preoccupied with 
morals or with theism, tend to use the Dark Night of the 
Soul as a thorough portrait of the condition of modern man's 
existence. They see modern man's life style as being indic­
ative of his loss of faith in externalities, including a 
supreme deity, and his preoccupation with an intense knowl­
edge of the self. Thus, these writers show man in the Dark 
Night of the Soul in response to the ontological questions 
of the nature and meaning of existence. Merely to be is to 
suffer the anguish of the Dark Night of the Soul. It is 
man's very nature to suffer, and authors such as Friedrich
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Nietzsche in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Louis-Ferdinand Celine 
in Journey to the End of Night, and Samuel Beckett in Mol'loy 
are intent upon showing that the Dark Night of the Soul char­
acterizes the most important facts of man's existence in the 
modern world.
CHAPTER II
THE THEOLOGICAL VISION: SAINT JOHN OF THE CROSS
Oh7 night that guided me!
Oh, night more lovely than the 
rosy dawn i 
Oh/ night whose darkness guided 
me
To that sweet union/
In which the lover and Beloved 
are made one.
— "The Dark Night" by 
Saint John
The theological vision of the archetypal pattern of 
the Dark Night of the Soul is presented in its most profound 
and logical mode by the sixteenth-century Spanish monk.
Saint John of the Cross. Indeed, it is he who provides us 
with the very appropriate term used to designate the intense 
introspective study of the self in order to understand the 
self and to deny the self, a process which characterizes the 
most important concepts about the Dark Night of the Soul.
For this reason, special attention will be given in this 
study to portions of Saint John's life in order to under­
stand how this man could obtain such insight into the true 
inport of human suffering and how he could subsequently use 
the knowledge gained by that insight to formulate a theologi­
cal view which ranks him among the most significant of re­
ligious thinkers. Indeed, the two "paths" which theology
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takes are the "Affirmative Way" of Saint Augustine and the 
"Negative Way" of Saint John of the Cross. In a brief poem 
and in the prose explications of that poem, Saint John cate­
gorized the psychological phenomena of the Dark Night so 
that the members of his clerical order, the Discalced Car­
melites , would have some sort of comprehensive guide to un­
derstand an important method of attaining their ultimate 
goal, the union with God. Saint John's "Negative Way" is 
the way of denial, deprivation, and suffering. By thorough 
mortification of the flesh and by total annihilation of im­
perfections of the spirit, the individual who follows the 
road of Saint John completely purges his being to make it 
ready for the mystical experience. As we will see, Saint 
John's belief in the efficacy of the "Negative Way" remained 
steadfast throughout his life. It is because of his intense 
interest in the need and value of suffering that he chose 
the religious name of John of the Cross. For him, the Cross 
symbolized the agony experienced by Christ during His Dark 
Night of the Soul.
John of the Cross was born Juan de Yepes at the lit­
tle Spanish village of Fontiveros near Avila in 1542. His 
father died when he was seven, and his mother was forced to 
leave their native town and move to Medina del Campo. It 
was here that John received most of his early education from 
the school of the Jesuit priests. In 1563, he professed the 
Carmelite vows and assumed the name of Juan de San Matias.
In the following year, he matriculated at the University of
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Salamanca for a three-year course in Arts. He was later to 
return as a priest, in 1567, to take another year's work.
This time, it was the study of theology which he pursued.
It was during this same year that he met Saint Teresa of 
Avila. She admired his piety and tried to persuade him to 
give up his tentative plans to transfer his vocation to the 
Carthusian monks. Perhaps partly because of Saint Teresa's 
influence, he finally decided to remain in the Carmelite.or­
der. Saint Teresa chose him to work by her side in promoting 
the reform of the Carmelites which she had initiated among 
the nuns of the order. As head of the Discalced Reform, she 
wanted Brother John to help her in the establishment of mon­
asteries devoted to the principles of the reform movement. 
Finally, in 156 8, he took the vows of the Discalced Reform 
Carmelites at Duruelo, the first monastery of the Discalced 
monks. ̂
The Discalced Reform was basically an attempt to re- 
impose habits of austerity, humility, and, for some, morti­
fication on the brotherhood. By returning to the "discalced" 
or "barefooted" habit, the Carmelites were attempting to 
avoid creature-comforts and any unessential contact with the 
material world.
Saint John worked in the Discalced Reform to estab­
lish many new monasteries in Spain. In addition to this
^ Saint John of the Cross, The Works of Saint John
of the Cross, translated by E. Allison Peers (London, 19 34),
pp. xxv-xxix. References to Saint John's writings which 
come from this edition will be indicated by the translator's
last name and the page number.
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work, he was also father-confessor to many of the Carmelite
nuns and priests. It was in this role that he was to create
for them the memorable sayings, writings, and brief poetic
vignettes of Christian life which prompted Madre Francisca
de la Madre de Dios, one of his ardent followers, to say,
" . . .  with every word that we spoke to him we seemed to be
opening a door to the fruition of the great treasures and
2riches which God had stored up in his soul."
During these years as Confessor, Saint John was sent 
on many missions to save the souls of his followers. One 
Padre Pedro de la Purificacion, who accompanied him on one 
of these sallies, provides an account of the miraculous ex­
orcism of a possessed nun:
It was about noon when Fray John arrived with his 
companion. The exorcisms began at one o'clock, but 
the devil resisted and the hour of vespers came 
round before Fray John had succeeded in driving him 
out. The nuns told him that it was time to go to 
choir. The saint interrupted the exorcism and at­
tended divine office with his companion and the nuns.
The possessed nun was there too. The Deus in audi­
torium meum intense of the vespers of the Holy Trxn- 
ity was solemnly intoned, and when the choir were 
singing the Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui Sancto, 
the possessed nun, who was occupying her usual seat, 
gave a kind of half leap in the air and remained sus­
pended upside down with the head downwards and the 
feet upwards. The nuns, dismayed and alarmed, 
stopped the chant. Fray John stepped forward to the 
middle of the choir and said in a loud voice: "By
the power of the Most Holy Trinity, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit, whose feast we are celebrating, I com­
mand you to return this nun to her place." The nun 
turned over, acquired a normal position and returned 
to her own seat in the choir. When vespers were 
finished, the exorcisms continued until the nun was
2 Saint John of the Cross, Ascent of Mount CarMe1 , 
translated by E. Allison Peers (New York, 1958), p. xl.
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freed.^
Not all of Saint John's experiences were quite so dramati­
cally successful, however.
Within the framework of the Carmelite Order, there 
was not really room for two distinct "branches" of the habit. 
This attitude was, of course, the prevalent one among the 
Calced members of the order. The Calced members, who had 
been fortunate to have obtained official papal sanction for 
their practices, began to resent the activities of the Dis­
calced members. The internal strife reached a high point in 
earnest when Saint Teresa discovered that Saint John had 
been taken prisoner by the Calced friars in Avila and re­
moved to Medina del Campo. Saint Teresa tried everything 
she could think of, including letters to King Philip II, to 
get Saint John out of prison, but to no avail. His impris­
onment is described by Crisogono de Jesus in his life of the 
saint:
The tribunal declared him a rebel and contumacious.
For such the Constitutions prescribed imprisonment 
for whatever period the General of the Order should 
judge fitting— in the present case P. Tostado, as 
Visitor, gave sentence in the General's stead, and 
Fray John was taken off first to the monastery prison 
and then, at the end of two months, when Fray Ger­
man's escape became known, he was removed to another 
place, specially contrived for him, narrow, dark, 
and as airless as a tomb. It was a recess embedded 
in the wall, six feet wide and ten long. There was 
no window. Originally intended as a closet for the 
adjoining room which was set aside for guests, it 
had a small opening just over two inches wide high
3 Crisogono de Jesus, The Life of Saint John of the 
Cross (New York, 1958), p. 83. All quotations from de Jesus 
are taken from this text.
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up in the wall, looking out on to a corridor. On 
the floor, which up till then had been utilized for 
the room's original purpose, were some boards and 
two old blankets. These would form the prisoner's 
bed. (p. 103)
The effect that this imprisonment had on him was, of course,
quite pronounced. But the physical suffering was as nothing
compared to the severe anxieties which attacked his mind.
Crisogono de Jesus tries to reconstruct the kind of thoughts
which the saint probably had:
By dint of listening to their [the Calced's] recrim­
inations , he began to wonder whether the fathers of 
the Observance might not be right. Had he possibly 
made a mistake in setting on foot the way of life of 
the Discalced? He had done so with full permission.
Had not the General, Fray Juan Bautista Rubeo, en­
thusiastically authorized the foundation of the first 
houses of the Reform by his letters patent dated from 
Barcelona, 16 August 1567? And was not Madre Teresa's 
connection with the foundation and its development 
the surest guarantee that it was a work legitimately 
set on foot for the glory of God and the good of the
Order? The painful question lingered at the back of
this troubled mind, however, repeating itself again 
and again like the password of the sentry guarding 
an interior prison in which the soul suffered pains 
of asphyxiation. Moreover, it grieved him that the 
Discalced, and above all the Mother Foundress, know­
ing nothing of his attitude, might think that "he
had come to turn his back on what he had begun." A
darkness as of night enveloped his spirit, a night 
darker than that without the light of moon or stars, 
in which his body lay. (p. 105)
The imprisonment becomes extremely important in understanding 
the very real motive Saint John had in beginning his excur­
sion into examining the Dark Night as part of humanity's ex-
b
istence. Almost every biographer, commentator, and editor 
of his various works indicates that Saint John "with certain­
ty .. . wrote, namely the greater part of those of the' Spir­
itual Canticles, the romances, including that on the Psalms,
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'By the Waters of Babylon,' the very short poem of the Foun­
tain which flows and runs, and . . . the poems of the Dark 
Night" (p. 10 8). It is the poems of the Dark Night and 
their subsequent prose explications which formulate Saint 
John's treatment of the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night 
of the Soul, but more will be said of this later. Because 
these poems date from his imprisonment, it becomes possible 
to see that the personal deprivation and suffering which he 
underwent during the incarceration at Toledo gave the saint 
tremendous insight into the nature of suffering to which hu­
manity can be exposed. From this insight, he was later cap­
able of expressing the truisms of the Dark Night of the Soul 
with much clarity, logicality, and lucidity.
After his escape from prison— an escape he says was 
prompted by a vision of Our Lady— he went to the convent of 
the Carmelite nuns in Toledo for sanctuary. Shortly there­
after he returned to his life of monk and confessor. By 
1578, he was appointed Vicar of the Discalced Monastery at 
Monte Calvario and began his most monumental prose work. The 
Ascent of Mount Carmel.
Saint John continued to rise to more and more impor­
tant offices in the Discalced brotherhood, especially after 
the reform had received official sanction in a papal bull of 
Gregory XIII in 1580. He became Prior of the Granada Car­
melite monastery and ultimately reached the rank of Vicar- 
Provincial of Andalusia. But by June of 1591, he had once 
again become the bitter enemy of the Spanish Vicar-General
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of the Carmelite Order. He was subsequently removed from his 
position in the brotherhood and was appointed Provincial of 
Mexico. This decision was not final, however, and he was 
temporarily sent to Segovia and Madrid to await his voyage 
to assume the religious leadership of the New World. During 
this interval, he was not assigned to a definite religious 
house; instead, he roamed from monastery to monastery. Fi­
nally, a decision was reached to revoke the offices in Mex­
ico and to assign him to Andalusia, again with no definite 
office in mind.
He arrived at the first-founded Discalced monastery 
in Andalusia, La Penuela, in July of 1591. By September, he 
was suffering of "some slight fever arising from inflamma­
tion of the right leg" (p. 287). Another of the monks, Padre 
Francisco de San Hilarion, fell ill of the same disease on 
the same day (p. 287). Saint John and Brother Francisco de­
cided to travel to another house of their order that they 
may be cured in a better climate more conducive to their re­
covery. They arrived at Ubeda, where it is recorded that 
they were greeted with respect and joy by the friars.
After a great deal of physical suffering, Saint John 
of the Cross died on December 14, 1591. The descriptions of 
his death are decidedly gruesome. The infection caused by 
the disease quickly spread and demanded the constant cauter­
izing as well as the actual removal of flesh from his limbs. 
His response to the pain was typical: "'More patience, more
love and more pain,1 he would say. Cristobal de la Higuera,
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his friend, heard him say, while they were cutting and cau­
terizing pieces of his flesh, that he envied the torments of 
the martyrs. He even longed for martyrdom, as if what he
was suffering was not sufficient" (p. 300).
Saint John was beatified by Clement X on January 25, 
1675; canonized by Benedict XII on December 26, 1726; and de­
clared Doctor of the Universal Church by Pius XI on August 24, 
1926 {Peers, p. xxix).
In his writings, Saint John of the Cross concentrated
his efforts almost exclusively on expressing the nature of
the Dark Night of the Soul. His treatment of the theme is
based, as can be seen by the sketch of his life, on his own
personal experience. Almost his entire life was aimed at
coming to terms with the true meaning of the suffering and
darkness that he discovered to be an integral part of human
existence. He explored the nature of that suffering time
and time again, as Crisogono de Jesus shows:
One of the favourite themes of his sermons to and 
conversations with the nuns was the value of suffer­
ing. He spoke from his very soul and could not con­
ceal the fact. One day he had to go into the enclo­
sure. Hanging on the wall of a certain cloister was 
a symbolic picture of the Passion of our Lord accord­
ing to the allegory of the Prophet Isaias— Christ, 
like a bunch of grapes, was pouring forth his blood 
beneath the weight of the cross which was in the 
shape of the beam of a wine-press. Fray John stopped 
as he passed in front of it. He stood still looking 
at it and, with his face radiant, composed a poem on 
the impression the picture had made on him. After­
wards he put his arms around a great cross there was 
in the cloister, whilst fervently and deeply moved 
he uttered some words in Latin which the nuns did 
not understand. It was perhaps at this time that he 
repeated to them, particularly to Ana de San Jose, 
"Daughter, seek nothing but the bare cross, which is
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a lovely thing." (p. 267)
Incidents of this sort abound in his life. It was 
as though he had a direct knowledge of the unconscious source 
of all suffering, and this is what he studied and wrote of in 
as logical and clear a manner as possible. He believed in 
the necessity for suffering because, as he saw it, this al­
lowed the individual to participate directly in a union with 
something totally outside his personal sphere of existence—  
a union with an "^therness," a union with God. The partici­
pation could primarily take place by imitating the way of 
Christ. And this, of course, included the immense suffering 
Christ experienced as the incarnate God. The union with God, 
according to Saint John, was what man must strive for on 
earth; it was the sole purpose for living. For Saint John, 
it was as though man were given his individual identity only 
as an additional trial, another pain he must bear on the 
journey of existence. Thus, Saint John systematically sought 
to ignore the individual existence and identity of anything 
in order to know the collective existence of everything.
This idea involves the belief that all objects, human and 
non-human, participate in a mystical union with God. Their 
individuality is subordinated to the totality of unification 
with God they enjoy as His creations.
This belief obviously shows some relationship to the 
ideas expressed by Jung and Nietzsche concerning the differ­
ent traits of individuation and collectiveness. It points 
to an unformed and intuitive urge toward a belief in some­
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thing like the collective unconscious which burst forth in 
Saint John of the Cross' conscious mind.
The fact that Saint John of the Cross intuited and 
believed in archetypal patterns— although he did not know 
the theory— is revealed in his treatment of Jesus Christ. He 
believed that Christ's life was an archetypal pattern pro­
vided by God for man to imitate. Hence, the suffering that 
Christ experienced in Gethsemane, during the Passion, and 
finally during the Crucifixion was a typological example of 
all the suffering which forms a real part of man's being. 
Consequently, every man must suffer in order to experience 
the real and total nature of being. Saint John interprets 
Christ's archetypal suffering in the following description 
of the Crucifixion:
In the first place, it is certain that He died 
as to sense, spiritually, in His life; and also, 
naturally, at His death. For, as He said, He had 
not in His life where to lay His head, and, in His 
death, this was even truer.
In the second place, it is certain* that, at the 
moment of His death. He was likewise annihilated in 
His soul, and was deprived of any relief and conso­
lation, since His Father left Him in the most intense 
aridity, according to the lower part of His nature. 
Wherefore He had perforce to cry out, saying: My GodI
My GodI Why hast Thou forsaken Me? This was the 
greatest desolation, with respect to sense, that He 
had suffered in His life. Andt thus He wrought here­
in the greatest work that He had ever wrought, 
whether in miracles or in mighty works, during the 
whole of His life, either upon earth or in Heaven, 
which was the reconciliation and union of mankind, 
through grace, with God. (Peers, p. 92)
Christ, as Saint John sees Him, went through the Dark Night
of the Soul, the moment of "the most intense aridity." And
in order for the individual man to achieve full participa-
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tioij in the union with God, he must undergo the same type of 
trial. Venard M. Poslusney indicates how profoundly Saint 
John felt that man must experience suffering "as something 
desirable, yet desired not for itself, but for what is accom­
plished through it, likeness to Christ, the highest expres-
4sion of love for God." And Kurt F. Reinhardt adds that, ul­
timately, Saint John would have us see that "this way of the 
Cross is the true way of life, because for those whose love 
follows their Master into the darkest night of total abandon­
ment, suffering turns into bliss, death into life, night into 
light.1,5
To help humanity understand the true nature of the 
archetypal experience of the Dark Night of the Soul, Saint 
John wrote first the poem, "Dark Night," and then a series 
of prose works specifically aimed at explicating what he had 
said in the poem. The remainder of his writings, the Spiri­
tual Canticles and the Living Flame, are expressions of what 
he considered to be the last two occurrences which take 
place during the mystical experience. Because these works
were written at different times, some commentators feel that
%
they are not really fully related. But E. Allison Peers, 
Saint John's most accomplished translator and commentator,
4 Venard Maria Poslusney, "'Imitating Christ,1 Ac­
cording to Saint John of the Cross," Cross and Crown, XII 
(June, 1960), 22.
5 Saint John of the Cross,' The Dark Night of the 
Soul, translated by Kurt F. Reinhardt (New York, 1957), 
p. xxî . References to Saint John's writings which come from 
this text will be indicated by the translator's last name 
and the page number.
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says: "the Saint intended to treat the mystical life as one
whole, and to deal in turn with each stage of the road to 
perfection, from the beginnings of the Purgative Way to the
gcrown and summit of the life of Union."
We shall not be concerned with the latter works of 
the Saint which celebrate the mystical experience of union 
with God. Instead, this study will examine those writings 
which express the nature of the Dark Night of the Soul; that 
is,' The Ascent of Mount Carmel and The Dark Night of the 
Soul. These treatises were specifically written to teach 
the members of the Discalced Carmelites the true way to 
union with God, the way of Purgation. In addition, they were 
really full explanations of what Saint John had said in part 
of the poem he had written while in Toledo prison.
1
In a dark night.
My longing heart aglow with love,
— Oh, blessed loti—
I went forth unseen
From my house that was at last in deepest rest.
2
Secure and protected by darkness,
I climbed the secret ladder, in disguise,
— Oh, blessed lot!—
In darkness, veiled and concealed I went
Leaving behind my house in deepest rest.
3
Oh, blissful nightl
Oh, secret night, when I remained unseeing and 
unseen,
When the flame burning in my heart
Was my only light and guide.




A safer guide than noonday’s brightness,
Showed me the place where He awaited me 
— My soul’s Beloved—
A place of solitude.
5
Oh, night that guided me!
Oh, night more lovely than the rosy dawn!
Oh, night whose darkness guided me 
To that sweet union,
In which the lover and Beloved are made one.
6
Upon the flower of my breast.
Kept undefiled for Him alone,
He fell asleep,
While I was waking,
Caressing Him with gentle cedars’ breeze.
7
And when Aurora's breath 
Began to spread His curled hair,
His gentle hand 
He placed upon my neck,
And all my senses were in bliss suspended.
8
Forgetful of myself.
My head reclined on my Beloved,
The world was gone
And all my cares at rest, _
Forgotten all my grief among the lilies.
Actually, as E. Allison Peers points out, Saint John did no
more than explain the first two stanzas of this poem in the
gtwo prose treatises. Saint John concentrated on explaining 
the nature of the purgation of the soul which experiences the
7 This version of the poem is taken from Reinhardt’s 
edition of the Saint's writing, pp. 1-3.
g Saint John of the Cross, Ascent, p. xlii.
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Dark Nights of the Sense and Spirit, and he stopped his exe­
gesis at the point of describing the initial stage of God's 
illuminating the soul after this darkness. His prose expla­
nation, then, stops at the beginning of Stanza 4.
Saint John begins The Ascent to Mount Carmel with a 
Prologue that asserts a fact which has been explored in the 
general discussion of the characteristics of the experience 
of the Dark Night of the Soul. Just as Jung says that the 
confrontation with the "Shadow" is only potential in each 
man's psyche and that not every man is able to come to terms 
with that confrontation, so Saint John says that "this dark­
ness and these trials, both spiritual and temporal, through 
which happy souls are wont to pass in order to be able to at­
tain to this high estate of perfection, are so numerous and 
so profound that neither does human knowledge suffice for 
the understanding of them, nor experience for the description 
of them; for only he that passes this way can understand it, 
and even he cannot describe it" (Peers, p. 11). R. H. J. 
Steuart reiterates the ineffable nature of the experience 
Saint John is trying to explain. He says, "It deals with 
principles and propositions which for the most part are in­
tuited rather than intellectually attained, and the language 
in which they are formulated (there being no other available) 
must inevitably, because of that, be largely metaphorical or
9analogical." This idea is, of course, quite similar to
9 R. H. J. Steuart, The Mystical Doctrine of Saint 
John of the Cross (London, 1948) , p. vni.
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Jung's assertion that archetypal images speak in variously 
translated metaphorical languages.
Saint John's metaphor is that of a journey made dur­
ing the darkness of night. He says, "For it will come to 
pass that God will lead the soul by a most lofty path of 
dark contemplation and aridity, wherein it seems to be lost, 
and, being thus full of darkness and trials, afflictions and 
temptations, will meet one who will speak to it like Job's 
comforters, and say that it is suffering from melancholy or 
low spirits, or morbidity of temperament, or that it may 
have some hidden sin, and that it is for this reason that 
God has forsaken it" (Peers, p. 13). Unlike Job's gomforters, 
Saint John does not give reasons for experiencing the Dark 
Night of the Soul; he merely points out the necessity of it.
This Dark Night is actually composed of two major 
parts. The first night includes those who are novices in 
the spiritual life and involves the active purgation of the 
sensual part of the soul. The second night is an experience 
reserved for those who have already entered into the spiri­
tual life and leads to thorough purgation of the soul so 
thasfc they may approach the state of union with God: "this 
latter night is a more obscure and dark and terrible purga­
tion" (Peers, p. 18). The totality of the Dark Night of the 
Soul is analogous to the natural night with which every one 
is familiar, and like that night it is divided into" three 
temporal parts: "The first part, which is that of sense, is
comparable to the beginning of night, the point at which
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things begin to fade from sight. And the second part, which 
is faith, is comparable to midnight, which is total darkness. 
And the third part is like the close of night, which is God, 
the which part is now near to the light of day" (Peers, p. 21). 
The remainder of the two works under consideration is actual­
ly a detailed description of how the soul undergoes the vari­
ous activities of the Dark Night, using Biblical references 
as the authoritative bases for the necessity of such activi­
ties. These arguments, as Bruno de Jesus-Marie understands 
them, compile "a doctrine formulated as practical science,
[and] it proceeds by composing ideas which are soon to regu­
late concrete actions."^ And those concrete actions are 
the purging of the soul on the way toward union with God.
The first participation in the Dark Night of the 
Soul is categorized by Saint John as being "Active." In this 
first stage of the journey toward unification with God, the 
soul must actively divest itself of all desire or attachment 
for "the worldly things which it possessed, by denying them 
to itself; the which denial and deprivation are, as it were, 
night to all the sense of man" (Peers, p. 19). The individ­
ual begins this process of detachment by renouncing pleasure 
which originates in sensory perception. Saint John says,
"We here describe as night the privation of every kind of 
pleasure which belongs to the desire; for even as night is 
naught but the privation of light, and consequently of all
Bruno de Jesus-Marie, "Saint John of the Cross and 
Modern Psychology," Cross Currents, VII (Spring, 1957), 154.
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objects that can be seen by means of light, whereby the vis­
ual faculty remains unoccupied and in darkness, even so like­
wise the mortification of desire may be called night to the 
soul. For, when the soul is deprived of the pleasure of its 
desire in all things, it remains, as it were, unoccupied and 
in darkness” (Peers, p. 21). This detachment does not mean 
that there is a lack of "things" which can be perceived by 
man; instead, it refers to the soul's lack of interest, 
taste, or desire for "things.” When this occurs, the soul 
experiences "an emptiness within itself of all things" (Peers, 
p. 22). This emptiness does not preclude the existence of 
those "things," for as Johannes Bendik explains, "The texts 
concerning the nothingness of creatures can be interpreted by 
saying that they emphasize and exaggerate the infinite dis­
tance between God and the world [and involve] the more or 
less radical turning away from the world, but [the texts] do 
not impugn the 'ontic' autonomy of creatures.”11 Poslusney 
concurs in this view with the idea that "It is not possible 
or practical to renounce absolutely the use of all things.
But no one is exempt from interior detachment, the detachment
12of the will from all that one possesses or uses." In order 
to achieve this detachment, the sense perceptions must be 
handled appropriately. The archetypal pattern of the Dark 
Night of the Soul involves a diminution of the effects of
11 Johannes Bendik, "God and World in John of the 
Cross," Philosophy Today,- XVI (Winter, 1972), 283.
12 Poslusney, p. 218.
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sensory perception. Consequently, it involves the loss of 
the "natural" faith in external stimuli and ultimately in an 
external objective reality. The ideas concerning the rele- 
vance of the external world around man are, of course, al­
ready of little importance to the Christian theistic writer. 
His total emphasis is placed on a stern belief in regulating 
the attention and the affections on "other-worldly" things, 
particularly the union with God in the "other-world." Thus, 
it becomes necessary for the soul to remove its attachment 
from the "things and creatures" of this world "because all 
the affections which it has for creatures are pure darkness 
in the eyes of God, and, when the soul is clothed in these 
affections, it has no capacity for being enlightened and 
possessed by the pure and simple light of God1' (Peers, p. 24).
Saint John provides his followers with a very effi­
cacious method of achieving this Active Dark Night of the 
Sense. This method involves the so-called "nadas" of his 
writing. These "nadas" comprise a series of commandments 
which he would have the beginning spiritual seeker follow.
They occur in the Ascent as a group of instructions:
Strive always to choose, not that which is easi­
est, but that which is most difficult;
Not that which is most delectable, but that which 
is most unpleasing;
Not that which gives most pleasure, but rather 
that which gives least;
Not that which is restful, but that which is 
wearisome;
Not that which gives consolation, but rather that 
which makes disconsolate;
Not that which is greatest, but that which is 
least;
Not that which is loftiest, and most precious,
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but that which is lowest and most despised;
Not that which is a desire for anything, but 
that which is a desire for nothing;
Strive not to go about seeking the best of tem­
poral things, but the worst.
Strive thus to desire to enter into complete de­
tachment and emptiness and poverty, with respect to 
that which is in the world, for Christ's sake. (Peers, 
p. 61)
Saint John explains that for the present moment, these coun­
sels are to be taken as pertaining to the senses. When the 
soul enters into the spiritual part of the Dark Night, how­
ever, the same counsels should be followed. He continues 
his advice to novices with the following maxims:
In order to arrive at having pleasure in everything, 
Desire to have pleasure in nothing.
In order to arrive at possessing everything,
Desire to possess nothing.
In order to arrive at being everything,
Desire to be nothing.
In order to arrive at knowing everything.
Desire to know nothing.
In order to arrive at that wherein thou hast no 
pleasure
Thou must go by a way wherein thou hast no 
pleasure.
In order to arrive at that which thou knowest not,
Thou must go by a way that thou knowest not.
In order to arrive at that which thou possessest not. 
Thou must go by a way that thou possessest not.
In order to arrive at that which thou art not,
Thou must go through that which thou art not.
(Peers, pp. 62-63)
Finally, Saint John concludes his advice concerning the Ac­
tive Dark Night of the Sense with the following short poem:
THE WAY NOT TO IMPEDE THE ALL
When thou thinkest upon anything,
Thou ceasest to cast thyself upon the All.
For, in order to pass from the all to the All,
Thou hast to deny thyself wholly in all.
And, when, thou comest to possess it wholly,
Thou must possess it without desiring anything.
53
For, if thou wilt have anything at all,
Thou hast not thy treasure purely in God.
(Peers, p. 63)
Thus, Saint John insists that the way,to unification with 
the externality of God is through annihilating the individ­
uation process of the sense perceptions. This process, as 
he sees it— to borrow a cliche— is to miss seeing the forest 
for the trees. Once his advice has been followed, the soul 
loses its desire to attach itself to any particular and in­
dividualized object, and in the midst of the consequent dark­
ness which it experiences, comes closer to a union with God. 
David B. Burnell explains these concepts by saying that "The 
aim tof the Dark Night of the Sense] is to save man's human­
ity from the innate tendency that each of us has to the in­
human and to the unfree by keeping the self from becoming
13dispersed into the objects of his multiple desires." As 
Saint John puts it in the poem, the soul feels a serenity af­
ter such an experience: "My house being now at rest."
After the sensual "house" of being is put at rest, 
the soul is ready to enter into the second Active Dark Night, 
the Dark Night of Faith. It will be remembered that Saint John 
considered this night, "which is faith, [to be] comparable 
to midnight, which is total darkness" (Peers, p. 21). This 
"portion" of the Dark Night involves "stripping the spirit 
of all spiritual imperfections and desires for the possession 
of spiritual things" (Peers, p. 66). Thus for the soul to
13 David B. Burrell-, "Understanding Saint John of 
the Cross," Cross and Crown, XIX (December, 1967), 405.
54
attain to union with God, "it has to put to rest not only 
its natural powers or faculties but also the impulses and 
anxious desires of its spiritual part" (Reinhardt, p. 30).
And the only means the soul has of purifying its spiritual 
faculties is through the purgation of the darkness of faith.
As Saint John points out, "While in the night of 
sense, there still remains some light— since there remain 
understanding and reason, which are not blinded— this spiri­
tual night of faith deprives the soul of everything pertain­
ing to understanding and sense" (Reinhardt, p. 30). The mid­
night of faith is, for Saint John, the complete deprivation 
of any meaning to what the senses can perceive and to what the 
understanding can do with those perceptions. This night is 
much more intense and darker than the Night of Sense, because 
whereas the Night of Sense involves the "exterior" part of 
man's being, the Night of Faith "belongs to the higher part 
of man, which is the rational part, and, in consequence, 
more interior and more obscure, since it deprives it of the 
light of reason, or to speak more clearly, blinds it; and 
thus it is aptly compared to midnight, which is the depth of 
night and the darkest part thereof" (Reinhardt, p. 69).
Faith, in Saint John's terms, helps us to comprehend the su­
pernatural knowledge that God inparts to us. We learn, 
through faith, the correct path to follow toward higher con­
templation and finally toward the illumination which is union
•
with God. Saint John constantly emphasizes that faith is 
the "dark night to the soul" because the soul which has been
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used to relying on its reason and sense perceptions to deal 
with reality can no longer perceive or learn by its "natural 
light." As Poslusney explains, "the soul must 'lean upon 
dark faith, taking it for guide and light, and leaning upon 
none of the things that it understands, experiences, feels, 
and imagines,' because this is far from what God is in 
reality.
Saint John believed that some souls reject the dark­
ness of the Dark Night of Faith in order to cling to their 
accustomed forms of knowing and dealing with reality. These 
souls cannot attain to the illuminations which afe the gifts 
of God through the darkness of faith. According to Saint 
John, "the more emphasis the soul lays upon what it under­
stands , experiences and imagines, and the more it loses of 
the supreme good, and the more it is hindered from attaining 
thereto. And the less it thinks of what it may have, however 
much this be, in comparison with the highest good, the more 
it dwells upon that good and esteems it, and, consequently, 
the more nearly it approaches it. And in this wise the soul 
approaches a great way towards union, in darkness, by means 
of faith, which is likewise dark, and in this wise faith won- 
drously illumines it" (Reinhardt, p. 77).
Besides the operations of faith in purging the spiri­
tual part of man's being through an annihilation of the under­
standing, hope and love play an equally important part in de­
priving the remaining two mental faculties— memory and will—
14 Poslusney, p. 215.
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of their normal activities. Saint John sees that hope "ren­
ders the memory empty and dark with respect both to things 
below and to things above. For hope has always to do with 
that which is not possessed? for, if it were possessed, 
there would be no more hope" (Reinhardt, p. 85). Concerning 
the virtue of love or charity, Saint John says, "charity 
causes emptiness in the will with respect to all things, 
since it obliges us to love God above them all; which cannot 
be unless we withdraw our affection from them all in order 
to set it wholly upon God" (Reinhardt, p. 85).
The three theological virtues, then, are essential 
as part of the dark purging processes for the soul. As 
Saint John says:
To these three virtues, then we have to lead the 
three faculties of the soul, informing each faculty 
by each one of them and stripping it and setting it 
in darkness as concerning all things save only these 
three virtues. And this is the spiritual night which 
just now we called active; for the soul does that 
which it is able to do in order to enter therein.
And even as, in the night of sense, we described a 
method of voiding the faculties of sense for their 
sensible objects, with regard to the desire, so that 
the soul might go forth from the beginning of its 
course to the middle, which is faith; even so, in 
this spiritual night, with the favour of God, we de­
scribe a method whereby the spiritual faculties are 
voided and purified of all that is not God, and are 
set in the darkness of these three virtues, which. as 
we have said, are the means and preparation for the 
union of the soul with God. (Reinhardt, pp. 86-87)
David B. Burrell helps us to understand what Saint John
means: "In each case he speaks of denuding the intellect,
the memory, and the will on the principle that nothing we can
know, dream about, or desire can serve as a proximate means
of union with God. What this stark statement intends is that
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we seek no guide into the inner life of God except faith,
that we place no hope nowhere except in his word, and that
we cannot love except in the manner that he bestows his own 
15love upon us."
The voiding and purifying of the soul are not easy 
tasks as far as the Night of the Spirit is concerned. Con­
sequently, Saint John warns of the difficulty to those souls 
who are not willing to know themselves fully enough to deny 
themselves for God's sake. These souls prefer "feeding and 
clothing their natural selves with spiritual feelings and 
consolations" (Reinhardt, p. 89). They content their minds 
with the stripping away of material and worldly things, and 
they never think of annihilating those attachments of the 
spirit that they may have. The consequence of this state is 
that "when there presents itself to them any of this solid 
and perfect spirituality, consisting in the annihilation of 
all sweetness in God, in aridity, distaste and trial, which 
is the true spiritual cross, and the detachment of the spir­
itual poverty of Christ, they flee from it as from death, 
and seek only sweetness and delectable communion with God" 
(Reinhardt, p. 89). This description— especially of the 
aridity, distaste, and trial— fulfills the general attitude 
Saint John has regarding those who never really come to terms 
with their own true selves and hence are blocked from coming 
to terms with God. For, in order to achieve the "road to 
God," one must know the self fully in order to achieve "the
15 Burrell, p. 412.
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ability to deny oneself truly, according to that which is 
without and to that which is within, giving oneself up to 
suffering for Christ's sake, and to total annihilation. For 
the soul that thus denies itself will achieve this suffering 
and annihilation, and more also, and will likewise find more 
than suffering and annihilation therein" (Reinhardt, p. 91).
Saint John realized that there were those individuals 
who were incapable of intellectually recognizing the state 
of their own souls; so he provides a guide whereby they can 
see the proper moment when it is time to continue the "ascent" 
toward union with God— when, as it were, the soul is ready to 
pass out of the Active Night of the Spirit which is the Dark 
Night of Faith. The three signs appear as guides to the 
ascent:
The first sign is an inner awareness that [the 
individual] no longer is able to meditate discursive­
ly and with the accustomed spiritual gain by way of 
the imagination; he rather finds now aridity in that 
which formerly used to attract his senses and bring 
him sweet delight. But as long as he finds delight 
in meditation and discursive reasoning, he should not 
abandon them, unless his soul has entered into that 
peace and quiet which are described below as the 
third sign.
The second sign is a realization that he has no 
longer any desire to fix his imagination or his 
sense on particular objects, whether they be external 
or internal.
The third and surest sign is that the soul de­
lights in being alone, its loving attention being 
fixed upon God in inward peace, quietude, and rest, 
without engaging in any particular meditation and 
without positing acts and exercising the faculties 
of memory, understanding, and will— at least without 
any discursive acts, that is, without passing from 
one thing to another. (Reinhardt, p. 54)
These signs are indicative of the soul's completion of the
Adtive Dark Nights of the Sense and Spirit. These two nights
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are treated specifically in the prose work entitled Dark 
Night of the Soul. This treatise is much shorter than The 
Ascent of Mount Carmel. The language and the ideas which 
tell of these two nights is a great deal more complicated and 
vague. Though he explains the same poem in terms of the pas­
sivity of the two nights, these passive moments are infinite­
ly harder to describe and almost incomprehensible to those 
who have not experienced them personally.
In the beginning of Dark Night of the Soul, Saint 
John attempts to show how beginners on the "road to God" who 
enter the Active Nights of the Sense and Spirit sometimes 
fall victim to certain spiritual imperfections when they en­
ter the Passive Nights of Sense and Spirit. These spiritual 
imperfections correspond to the seven temporal vices. As 
Saint John sees it, these souls, instead of coming to terms 
with the true nature of such things as fasts and penances, 
"indulge in these spiritual exercises and devotional prac­
tices (because of] the consolation and pleasure they find in 
them" (Reinhardt, p. 162). This kind of pleasure is abomi­
nable in the eyes of Saint John, for these souls have become 
"attached" and consequently are blinded to any of the illumi­
nations that could be received of God. Spiritual pride is 
such an imperfection because it causes souls who possess it 
to "draw attention to themselves by gestures, sighs, and 
other conspicuous demonstrations. When they are in raptures 
or fall into ecstasies, it usually happens in public rather 
than in secret" (Reinhardt, p. 163). These individuals are
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nothing like those who are proceeding according to the Dark 
Night, those who "think nothing of their own works and are 
not satisfied with themselves, while at the same time they 
consider all others far better" (Reinhardt, p. 164). At 
this point Saint John goes into a lengthy discourse of sev­
eral chapters which describe the other imperfections of be­
ginners. In summary, these imperfections would be spiritual 
avarice, the clinging to temporal goods of spiritual value 
such as multiple rosaries, etc.; spiritual impurity, the 
arousal in the sensual part of the soul of certain impure im­
pulses and acts when the soul is engaged in holy sacraments 
or holy endeavors of any order; anger, caused by the depriva­
tion of taste and enjoyment in spiritual things; spiritual 
gluttony, the enticement of sweetness and pleasure to be de­
rived by spiritual exercises and acts; spiritual envy, the 
displeasure at seeing someone else being more pious and in 
possession of more spirituality; and finally, spiritual 
sloth, the flight from spiritual activity because that ac­
tivity does not appeal to the sensible taste.
Having thus warned beginners of these possible short­
comings when they enter the Passive Dark Nights of the Sense 
and Spirit, Saint John goes on to explain the nature of those 
moments of extreme mental suffering. The Passive Night of 
the Sense is characterized by immense displeasure not only 
in things of the spirit, but also in the things of this world. 
The soul becomes extremely disconcerted over this attitude, 
and it feels that it is "sliding backward, because it finds
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itself without the former sweet joy in the things of God" 
(Reinhardt, p. 172). As a consequence, the soul feels an 
intense invasion of aridity within its very being. But this 
is a natural feeling, as Saint John sees it, for the aridity 
is caused by God who "transfers all the goods and powers of 
sense to the spirit, and as a consequence the sense and the 
natural strength of the soul remain barren, dry, and empty" 
(Reinhardt, pp. 172-73). This voiding is passive, because 
it is attributed to God's "leading the soul in such a way and 
on such a strange path that, if it desires to work with its 
own powers, it hinders rather than aids the work which God 
is doing in it" (Reinhardt, p. 173). Finally, in this state, 
the soul finds that God "no longer communicates Himself to 
the soul by means of sense and discursive reasoning; He now 
begins to communicate Himself by means of the pure spirit or 
by an act of simple contemplation, for which neither the in­
ternal nor the external sense of man have any capacity" (Rein­
hardt, p. 174). It is because of the ineffable nature of 
the manifestations of the "pure spirit" that this part of the
Dark Night of the Soul is so clouded by vagueness and misun­
derstanding on the part of the soul involved in it. The 
soul's normal methods of operation— of knowing, of learning, 
of seeing— are now annihilated. Some other power of knowing, 
learning, and seeing has taken over.
This Dark Night of the Sense contains tremendous bene­
fit for the soul, and the most obvious benefit is the knowl­
edge of the self. In the first place, the individual is in-
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tensely aware of his own miserable state. And from this 
awareness, the ego suffers a blow which makes "the soul rec­
ognize its own lowliness" in relation to the greater grandeur 
of God (Reinhardt, p. 176). The soul purges itself of self- 
love, self-esteem, and self-satisfaction. And, as Saint John 
says, "this absence of self-satisfaction . . .  is valued by 
God much more highly than all [the soul's] former good works 
and sweet feelings" (Reinhardt, p. 177). This self-knowledge 
in the Dark Night of Sense helps the soul in becoming more 
reverent and humble in its attempts at unifying itself with 
God. The consequent humility also helps the individual grow 
in love for his neighbor. The soul experiences further bene­
fits during this Dark Night of Sense. By the intense aridity 
and by the lack of joy in experiencing spiritual exercises, 
the soul becomes free of the imperfections against which 
Saint John had warned. Ultimately, the finest benefit to be 
derived is that the soul "is delivered at last from the hands 
of its three enemies— the devil, the world, and the flesh; 
for, once it has died to the pleasure and delight of sense 
with respect to all things, it has disarmed the devil, the 
world, and sensuality: they have no longer the strength to
wage war against the spirit" (Reinhardt, p. 179). Thus, with 
the spirit freed from its attachment to things of this world—  
all accomplished by the workings of the "pure spirit" of God—  
it becomes free to ascend to union.
With the soul purged finally of the sensual part of 
its being— the "house [being] at rest"— in this passive way,
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it must enter the Passive Night of the Spirit. Saint John 
tries to indicate the nature of this night:
The soul which God wants to lead onward is not 
brought into the night of the spirit immediately after 
it has emerged from the aridities and trials of the 
night of sense. Years may pass, during which the 
soul, after having left the state of beginners, is ex­
ercising itself in the more advanced stages of the 
spiritual life. Such a soul feels as if it had es­
caped from a narrow prison cell, and it is now able 
to devote itself to the things of God with much great­
er freedom and satisfaction. Its imagination and its 
faculties are no longer bound by meditation and by 
definite rules of the spiritual life, since it now en­
joys in its spirit a very serene and loving contempla­
tion without the labour of meditation. But the most 
important thing— the purgation of the spirit— is lack­
ing, and without this, owing to the intimate intercon­
nection between sense and spirit in man, the purifica­
tion of the soul cannot be complete and perfect. And 
for this reason the soul finds itself rarely without 
certain afflictions, aridities, darknesses, and anxi­
eties, which are sometimes much more intense than 
those it experienced in the past; for these former ex­
periences were like omens and messengers of the com­
ing night of the spirit, but they did not last as 
long as will the night which is to come. For, after 
the soul has been in this first night and its tempests 
for some time, the former serenity of mind returns. 
(Reinhardt, p. 183)
Since all sensual aspects of man have their "root and source 
of their strength in the spirit, where all good and bad hab­
its originate," it is absolutely necessary that the spirit 
be purged, too, in order to achieve the holy state of illu­
mination (Reinhardt, p. 183).
At these hypersensitive times for the soul, it is 
especially susceptible to such imperfections as accidie, 
"hebetudo- mentis (dullness of spirit)”— an imperfection that 
is especially trying to the advanced person of spiritual 
life. And to guard against such imperfections, the soul must 
be engaged in the Passive Night of the Spirit, "wherein it
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must totally denude both sense and spirit of all apprehen­
sions and all sensory feelings, and must walk in darkness and 
pure faith, which is the proper and adequate means of union 
with God" (Reinhardt, p. 185). The encounter with the Passive 
Night of Spirit, according to Saint John, is termed a time 
of "infused contemplation"; that is, it is a time when all of 
the strengths of the soul are subject to the purifying and 
illuminating powers of the "pure spirit" of God. The soul 
can only regard this activity as night because, in effect, 
it is blinded by the glaring light of God. What is more, any 
imperfections which are encountered as still part of the 
soul's attachments are purified by a power which, in Robert 
Sencourt's words, "becomes more intricate, subtle, and spir­
itual in proportion as it refines away the more intimate, 
subtle, and spiritual imperfections."^ Saint John indicates 
how this Dark Night of the Spirit operates:
This Divine ray of contemplation, then, strikes 
the soul with its Divine light and thus darkens it 
and deprives it of all natural apprehensions and af­
fections which it previously had perceived and felt 
by means of the natural light. And thus it leaves 
the soul not only in darkness, but also empties it 
with respect to its spiritual and natural faculties 
and purifies and illumines it with Divine spiritual 
light, even though the soul may be unaware as yet of 
this illumination and may think that it is still in 
darkness. But when this spiritual light which pene­
trates the soul strikes upon something, that is, when 
something presents itself to the spiritual under­
standing, such as the spiritual insight into the na­
ture of perfection, or a judgment concerning the 
truth or falsehood of something, then the soul sees 
and understands with much greater clarity than it
Robert Sencourt, Carmelite and Poet (London, 
1943), p. 124.
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did before it entered into this darkness. (Rein­
hardt, p. 195)<
And as a sort of summary statement, Saint John describes the
whole purgative way and the consequent mystical union:
This blissful night darkens the spirit, but only in 
order to illuminate it afterwards with respect to 
all things; it humbles the spirit and makes it mis­
erable, but only in order to raise it up and exalt 
it; it impoverishes the spirit and deprives it of 
every natural possession and affection, but only to 
enable it to rise, divinely, in unfettered spiritual 
freedom, to a perfect fruition of all things in 
Heaven and on earth. And, owing to its purity, the 
spirit tastes the sweetness of all things in a pre­
eminently sublime manner. (Reinhardt, p. 196)
In all the descriptions of the various Dark Nights 
through which the soul must pass in order to achieve a union 
with God, the most significant factor which Saint John points 
to in his expression of the archetypal pattern is his staunch 
faith in the existence of God. John explains that the real, 
meaningful, and enduring contact with the darker aspects of 
man's reality occurs during the Passive Night of the Spirit. 
The other Dark Nights are, he says, "omens and messengers" 
of this darker, more terrible night. In order to understand 
his attitude, one needs to come to terms with what he means 
by "passive."
Saint John does not, as some Christian thinkers do, 
completely disregard the individual self, the physical and 
mental being, as significant in the "eternal process." Man, 
in his natural state, is a creature of individuation, of 
separation from the whole. Intrinsically, there is nothing 
wrong with this state. But, Saint John insists that there 
is a supernatura1 state which man can achieve— a state where
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man's natural self is still substantially existent, but a 
state where man is as nothing when compared to the supreme 
substance, God. As "nothing" the substantial creature, man, 
cannot resist the workings of God. As Saint John indicates, 
"nothingness resists not at all" (Peers, p. 36). Thus, man 
is passive in His operations. And, to the believer. His op­
erations often involve exposing man to the Dark Night of the 
Soul in order to purge his "natural" state of its attachments 
so that man's state can become "supernatural."
Johannes Bendik explains that Saint John felt man 
could ultimately understand anything and everything through 
the "right knowledge" of the universe. Bendik says, "God 
alone has a right knowledge of the world and its things.
Only God, who created the world, knows the world as it is in 
17itself." Man, Bendik continues, can only know the world
through the eyes of God. Finally, "To attain this measure,
man must unite himself to God completely. Only in that union
18does he acquire right knowledge and appreciation." It is 
only through the supernatural state of mystical union with 
God that man can ever come to terms with the fullness of 
reality. And the only way to enter that supernatural state 
is to go through the Dark Night of the Soul.
17 Bendik, p. 287. 18 Ibid.
CHAPTER III
THE MORAL VISION
We have seen that to the writer who has faith in 
orthodox beliefs the Dark Night of the Soul becomes primari­
ly a purgation of the individual's tendencies to separate 
and isolate his being from the unity of the universe. And 
in order to purge himself of these tendencies, the individ­
ual must come to a total understanding of the self in order 
to deny his self in the quest for a union with God. For the 
writer who holds this kind of belief, existence is ordered 
by its close adherence to the revelations God has provided 
for man. Ultimately, the true meaning of existence is found 
in man's innate ability to participate in the substance of 
God.
For some of the writers of more modern times, this 
type of belief is not always possible, as we have noted in 
the introductory chapter. Instead, these writers are aware 
that modern man distrusts such a fundamental and traditional 
approach to his existence. Some of these authors, however, 
preserve a stalwart belief in the more traditional and ortho­
dox explanations for man's being— in which case, even if 
they do not present us with a firm belief in God, they do 
hold fast to a belief in the possibility of man's providing 
for himself an ethical ordering of existence. Authors of
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this kind recognize a duality in the existence of man which 
they treat as the conflict between good and evil. As they 
see it, the knowledge of the difference between good and 
evil, between right and wrong can provide man with some sort 
of standard by which to measure his existence. Thus, to 
these writers, the void which is created by "the broken cen­
ter" can be sometimes filled by the individual's becoming 
aware of the operation of moral forces. Unlike the more tra­
ditional moralist, however, the modern moralist sees a dif­
ferent focus as the "center" of man's moral being. The void 
which "the broken center" has created leads many modern 
authors to an intense study of the self in order to find 
some means for explaining existence. It is no longer an ac­
tive God who decrees what is good and what is bad; it is man 
himself who decides. And the only-way man can decide what 
is good and what is bad is to come to a comprehensive under­
standing of the nature of the self. Among the methods of 
reaching that comprehensive understanding is the experience 
of the Dark Night of the Soul. Consequently, one of the most 
outstanding manifestations of the archetypal pattern of the 
Dark Night occurs in the moralistic vision of certain modern 
authors.
Such writers as Joseph Conrad, Charles Williams, and 
Julien Green attempt to delineate the ineffable nature of 
the archetype of the Dark Night in order to provide man with 
a means of knowing the difference between darkness and light, 
good and evil, right and wrong. These authors would have us
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believe that it is often necessary for man to complete the 
journey of the Dark Night so that he gains a thorough knowl­
edge of the self. As a consequence of this journey, man can 
find a means of coping with the innate darkness to be found 
within the self. This knowledge of the self enables man to 
come to terms with the totality of his being in such a way 
that he can establish for himself an understandable set of 
values by which to interpret his existence. And this set of 
values becomes then a method of understanding his existence 
and a means of creating a moral order that gives that ex­
istence meaning.
We will see that it is this kind of general moralis­
tic impetus that permeates the expressions of the archetypal 
pattern of the Dark Night of the Soul in Joseph Conrad's 
Heart of Darkness, Charles Williams' Descent Into Hell, and 
Julien Green's The Dark Journey.
CHAPTER III— Part 1
Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness
Since I had peeped over the edge 
myself, I understand better the 
meaning of his stare. . . .
— Marlow in Heart of Darkness
Joseph Conrad's belief in a collectives unconscious­
ness of humanity and in man's consequent intuitive knowledge 
of archetypal patterns has already been referred to in the 
discussion of his aesthetic principles. It will be remem­
bered that in the "Preface" to the Nigger of the Narcissus,' 
Conrad asserts that the artist must "descend" inwardly to 
the "lonely region of stress and strife" within his psyche 
in order to find there the significant truths with which he 
must deal. This descent will ultimately produce the knowl­
edge and "conviction of solidarity that knits together the 
loneliness of innumerable hearts," the solidarity of the col­
lective unconsciousness. Such a belief in a Jungian collec­
tive unconsciousness permits Conrad to use archetypal patterns 
dramatically. And in none of his writing is that drama 
achieved with such force and pervasiveness as in Heart of 
Darkness.
Like most writers who try to explain to their fellow 
men the nature of humanity's darker aspects and the reasons 
why those aspects exist, Conrad used his personal experience 
as the chief impetus to create his expression of the arche-
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typal pattern. He had been to the Congo, and while there he 
had contracted an illness which affected him for the rest of 
his life. It was during the convalescence caused by that 
illness that he composed Heart of Darkness. Concerning his 
Congo experience, Conrad writes, "An Outpost of Progress is 
the lightest part of the loot I carried off from Central 
Africa, the main portion being of course the Heart of Dark­
ness . Other men have found a lot of quite different things 
there and I have the comfortable conviction that what I took 
would not have been of much use to anybody else. And it 
must be said that it was but a very small amount of plunder. 
All of it could go into one's breast pocket when folded 
neatly. As for the story itself it is true enough in its
essentials. The sustained invention of a really telling lie
1demands a talent which I do not possess." And in an intro­
duction to Youth, Conrad again relates the essentially auto­
biographical basis for the novel: "Heart of Darkness is ex­
perience, too; but it is experience pushed a little (and on­
ly very little) beyond the actual facts of the case for the 
perfectly legitimate, I believe, purpose of bringing it home 
to the minds and bosoms of the readers. There it was no 
longer a matter of sincere colouring. It was like another 
art altogether. That sombre theme had to be given a sinis­
ter resonance, a tonality of its own, a continued vibration 
that, I hoped, would hang in the air and dwell on the ear
Joseph Conrad, Letters to William Blackwood and 
David S. Meldrum, edited by William Blackburn (Durham, North 
Carolina, 1958)”,’ P- 33.
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2after the last note had been struck." Conrad's chief inter­
est in the story was, obviously, in the effect that it would 
have on the rest of humanity. He sought to express an expe­
rience which would be universally recognizable and identifi­
able by his audience. To achieve this goal, he had to choose 
an experience that was universally known, even if it were 
known only as a universal presence in the unconscious por­
tion of the psyches of his audience. He chose, therefore, 
to build an arche£ygal pattern which makes the reader's iden­
tification with the experience narrated meaningful as well 
as enduring.
The archetypal nature of Heart of Darkness has been
extensively explored by several of Conrad's critics. Lillian
Feder shows an influence of Virgil's Aeneid on the narrative,
emphasizing the motif of the descent into hell which Aeneas
3makes in the sixth book of the epic. Jerome Thale sees the 
narrative as an instance of the archetypal pattern of the
4Grail Quest. Robert Evans believes that Conrad actually 
used Dante's Inferno to help construct his version of the
5descent. But these studies tend to be too specific and too 
2 Joseph Conrad, Youth (London, 1921), p. xii.
3 Lillian Feder, "Marlow's Descent Into Hell," Nine­
teenth-Century Fiction, IX (March, 1955) , 2 80-92.
4 Jerome Thale, "Marlow's Quest," University of To­
ronto Quarterly, XXIV (July, 1955), 351-58.
5 Robert Evans, "Conrad's. Underworld," Modern Fic­
tion Studies, II (May, 1956), 56-62.
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literal concerning the factual presentations of the arche­
typal patterns with which they try to align the novel. Con­
rad may make allusions to other archetypes in the novel, but 
these allusions do not constitute a major portion of the ex­
perience with which he deals. For example, the Quest for 
the Grail involves too many adventures in the external world, 
the world of objective reality, to be a valid antecedent for 
all of Heart of Darkness. Conrad's novel is much more in­
volved with the world within, with subjective reality. For 
Conrad, objective reality primarily exists as a kind of back­
drop before which the interior dramas of Kurtz and Marlow 
are played. Albert Guerard in Conrad the Novelist comes 
closest to recognizing the true archetypal meaning of Heart 
of Darkness. He says that it concerns "the journey within" 
and thereby describes a major portion of the archetypal pat­
tern in the novel. Attempts at verbatim, one-to-one compari­
sons of Conrad's version of the descent with other expres­
sions are usually too literal in their allusiveness to be en­
tirely accurate.
Conrad, as if to stress the veiled meaning of the 
Archetypal experience of the Dark Night of the Soul, con­
sistently refers to the "impenetrable," "inconclusive," and
ultimately ineffable nature of the journey he records. Like
0Jung and like Saint John of the Cross, Conrad recognized 
that the experience could not be totally explained to those 
who had never undergone it. As Marlow indicates in the 
novel, . . . No, it is impossible; it is impossible to
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convey the life-sensation of any given epoch of one's exis­
tence— that which makes its truth, its meaning— its subtle
and penetrating essence. It is impossible. We live, as we
£dream— alone.'" This subjective statement is typical of
most expressions of the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night 
of the Sodl, and it tends to be one of the most consistent 
and repetitive statements made by those who have had and have 
recorded the experience. But more will be said of this later.
Perhaps the most obvious aspect of Conrad's expres­
sion of the Dark Night of the Soul is his use of the motif 
of the journey. The basic narrative involves a detailed re­
lation of a trip made by Charles Marlow into the heart of 
the darkness of Africa and of the meeting he had there with 
a remarkable man by the name of Kurtz. But because Conrad 
at least intuitively understood a psychological approach to 
man and because he was essentially a symbolist writer, he 
was able to combine two basic aspects of the archetypal pat­
tern: the journey motif and the intense introspection char­
acteristic of the experience. The journey Conrad records is 
the progressively introspective movement Marlow makes into 
the darker reaches of his psyche and, by implication, into 
the psyches of all mankind. Most critics agree that Marlow 
undergoes an interior journey in the novel, but perhaps the 
most succinct statement of this interpretation is provided us 
by Albert J. Guerard:
 ̂Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, edited by Robert 
Kimbrough (New York, 1963), p. 28. All further references 
to the novel will be taken from this text.
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the personal narrative is unmistakably authentic, 
which means that it explores something truer, more 
fundamental, and distinctly less material: the night
journey into the unconscious, and confrontation of an 
entity within the self. . . .  It little matters what, 
in terms of psychological symbolism, we call this 
double or say what he represents: whether the Freud­
ian Id or the Jungian Shadow or more vaguely the out­
law. . . .  I am afraid it is impossible to say where 
Conrad's conscious understanding of his story began 
and ended. The important thing is that the intro­
spective plunge and powerful^dream seem true; and are 
therefore inevitably moving.
One of the first indications we have of the introspective na­
ture of Marlow's journey occurs at the beginning of the novel 
as Marlow describes the Roman conquest of England. He con­
sciously compares the Roman soldier's encounter with the 
darkness of the untamed Britain with his personal encounter 
with the darkness of Africa. In his description, he utters 
ideas which indicate a belief in a collective unconscious op­
erating throughout *4he history of humanity. Marlow feels a 
particular identification with the Roman soldier because he 
and the soldier are both products of sophisticated, highly 
civilized cultures. In their successive roles as conquerors 
of untamed, primitive darkness, each has felt that "the sav­
agery, the utter savagery, had closed around him— all that 
mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, 
in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men. [For the civi­
lized man] there's no initiation into such mysteries. He 
has to live in the midst of the incomprehensible, which is 
also detestable" (p. 6). It is true, he says, "Light came




out of this river since"; however, "darkness was here yester­
day" (p. 5). The particular darkness that Marlow refers to 
is the darkness that he has discovered existing "in the 
hearts of wild men."
Marlow's story shows how he has tried to come to
terms with what he has discovered about the darkness, but it
is still too early in the account of his journey for us to
reach absolute conclusions. The most he can divulge to us at
this point is that the road he traveled was a path leading to
a consciousness of a human psychic continuum:
We were wanderers on a prehistoric earth, on an 
earth that wore the aspect of an unknown planet. We 
could have fancied ourselves the first of men taking 
possession of an accursed inheritance, to be subdued 
at the cost of profound anguish and of excessive 
toil. . . .  The steamer toiled along slowly on the 
edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy. The 
prehistoric man was cursing us, praying to us, wel­
coming us— who could tell? We were cut off from the 
comprehension of our surrounding; we glided past 
like phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled, as 
sane men would be before an enthusiastic outbreak in 
a madhouse. We could not understand because we were 
too far and could not remember, because we were trav­
eling in the night of first ages, of those ages that 
are gone, leaving hardly a sign. . . . (p. 36)
Marlow's journey is an event occurring far from the 
controlling influences of civilization; and during this jour­
ney, Marlow feels that his common sense perceptions had taken 
on a strange and vaguely disconcerting new mode of operation. 
This feeling is necessary, for the setting of his journey, as 
Marlow observes, is . . . the "edge of a black and incompre­
hensible frenzy." Psychologically, the setting is the bor­
ders of Marlow's unconscious mind. And the fact that Marlow 
intuitively feels that his journey is taking place during
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' the "night of first ages” points to the archetypal nature of 
the experience.
In the midst of these tumultuous surroundings, Marlow 
begins to catch glimpses of dark stirrings in the jungle.
What he sees are natives. At first, because of their sava­
gery, he thinks they are inhuman. But this feeling soon 
passes as he realizes the kinship he shares with these sav­
ages :
that was the worst of it— this suspicion of their 
not being inhuman. It would come slowly to one.
They howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid 
faces; but what thrilled you was just the thought of 
their humanity— like yours— the thought of your re­
mote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar.
Ugly. Yes, it was ugly enough; but if you were man 
enough you would admit to yourself that there was in 
you just the faintest trace of a response to the ter­
rible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of 
there being a meaning in it which you— you so remote 
from the night of first ages— could comprehend. And 
why not? The mind of man is capable of anything—  
because everything is in it, all the past as well as 
all the future. (pp* 36-37)
Marlow's reference to the "mind of man" indicates his firm 
belief in the continuity of the collective unconsciousness 
of man. He understands the definite kinship he shares with 
the "savages" of the dark jungle, j And this realization be­
gins Marlow's developing awareness of the true dark nature 
of man's being. He saw in the "passionate uproar" of the 
savages that "truth stripped of its cloak of time" charac­
terized their existence. What then was his relation to that 
truth?
In order to discover this relation, Marlow had to go 
even further on his voyage into darkness. Because he could
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not stop at the "surface-truth" of his kinship with the wild­
ness of the natives, he had to probe into his being much fur­
ther. This probing revealed to him the fact that the natives 
"still belonged to the beginnings of time— had no inherited 
experience to teach them, as it were" (p. 41). As Marlow 
sees it, these natives had no restraining bonds of civiliza­
tion to prevent them from being wild)^ By contrast, the white 
man did have this "inherited experience" to govern his be­
havior.
From this point, Marlow explains to us that his fur­
ther venture into the darkness revealed to him the conse­
quences of juxtaposing the wildness of the darkness with the 
restraint of civilization. His personal loneliness and his 
remoteness from his customary existence caused him to regress 
beyond the knowledge of the "butcher and policeman"— his 
terms for the machinations of civilization. He indicates 
that "utter solitude" and "utter silence" can lead the indi­
vidual involved with the darkness to unimaginable "particu­
lar region fe] of the first ages" (p. 50). Within himself, 
Marlow obviously is aware of some regressive and atavistic 
tendencies which he describes; however, it is his later en­
counter with Kurtz that convinces him of the accuracy of his 
observations.
Marlow's descriptions are quite characteristic of the 
experience of the Dark Night of the Soul. The introspective 
plunge into the self causes the individual to experience mo­
ments of close association with the collective unconscious.
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And, in the case of Marlow, this tapping of the unconscious 
eventually causes him to undergo another of the trials of 
the Dark Night, the loss of ego.
Conrad uses Marlow's regression to atavistic tenden­
cies as an indication of the loss of ego. The realization 
of his kinship with the "savages” causes him to experience 
the loss of ego. In order to help define this loss, Conrad 
shows Marlow's emotional reaction which is a defiant defense 
against the totally shattering knowledge. Marlow experiences 
the greatest loss of ego on his inward journey when he makes 
the discovery of the truth about Kurtz. He is aware of the 
idealistic principles which prompted Kurtz to go into the 
heart of darkness. Kurtz, in this view, seemed actually to 
have achieved a lofty moral purpose in coming to Africa. But 
even with this knowledge, Marlow is skeptical of this remark­
able man. Marlow decides that "Everything belonged to him—  
but that was a trifle. The thing was to know what he be­
longed to, how many powers of darkness claimed him for their 
own" (p. 49). Marlow's skepticism is aroused by the dis­
covery of such things as a manuscript written by Kurtz for 
the "International Society for the Suppression of Savage 
Customs." The work was typical of Kurtz in its eloquence; but 
at the very end of its seventeen pages, Marlow discovers—  
"scrawled evidently much later, in an unsteady hand"— the 
words "'Exterminate all the brutesl'" (p. 51). This seem­
ingly incongruous coupling of ideas intrigues Marlow, and he 
becomes obsessed with finding the man in order to see for
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himself the truth about the effects of the knowledge of dark­
ness on human existence.
By various incidents along the way Marlow has some 
indication of what has happened to Kurtz, but the most start­
ling incident is the discovery of the shrunken heads. Mar­
low explains this as a true indication of Kurtz's surrender 
to the evil he found in the darkness of his own mind: "They
only showed that Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint in the gratifica­
tion of his various lusts, that there was something wanting 
in him— some small matter which, when the pressing need 
arose, could not be found under his magnificent eloquence. 
Whether he knew of this deficiency himself I can't say. I 
think the knowledge came to him at last— only at the very 
last" (pp. 58-59). He realizes that this surrender to the 
darkness of murder was not the only aspect of utter savagery 
that Kurtz had experienced, for Marlow becomes aware of 
another of the powers of darkness which exist in humanity.
A native woman comes running after the boat as Marlow and 
the rest of the white men take Kurtz away. Conrad super­
ficially uses this woman as a symbol for the wilderness:
"And in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon the whole sor­
rowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body of 
the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pen­
sive, as though it had been looking at the image of its own 
tenebrous and passionate soul. . . .  She stood looking at us 
without a stir, and like the wilderness itself, with an air 
of brooding over an inscrutable purpose" (p. 62). It is pos-
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sible that Conrad meant for this passage to signify more 
than a relation to the wilderness. Because of the words 
used in the description of the native woman, her appearance 
seems to be an indication of the direction that Kurtz's sex­
ual drives had taken after his entrance into the darkness.
The woman, it will be noted, is described in terms of pas­
sion, fecundity— terms that connote eroticism. Marlow, too, 
responds to her appearance in an unconsciously erotic manner. 
He finds her immensely attractive: "She was savage and su­
perb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous 
and stately in her deliberate progress" (p. 62). Her rela­
tionship to Kurtz becomes obvious to Marlow, and he recog­
nizes the "tragic and fierce aspect of wild sorrow and of 
dumb pain" (p. 62) which shows in her face. The entire in­
tense incident serves to make Marlow aware of the dark lure 
of his own libido.
After this incident, Marlow can finally understand 
what has happened to Kurtz in the darkness. When Kurtz dies 
uttering his final, "The horrorl The horrorl", Marlow is 
able to explain with an air of total and complete understand­
ing what had occurred:
But his soul was mad. Being alone in the wilder­
ness, it had looked within itself, and, by heavens!
I tell you, it had gone mad. I had— for my sins, I 
suppose— to go through the ordeal of looking into 
myself. No eloquence could have been so withering 
to one's belief in mankind as his final burst of sin­
cerity. He struggled with himself, too. I saw it,
I heard it. I saw this inconceivable mystery of a 
soul that knew no restraint, no faith, and no fear, 
yet struggling blindly with itself. (p. 68)
Conrad indicates, in this passage, the tremendous jolt that
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Marlow's ego received from his discovery of the truth about 
Kurtz's life. That knowledge was "withering to one's belief 
in mankind." This simple statement indicates the stripping 
of all faith in the self and in the rest of humanity. The 
identification with Kurtz that Marlow had experienced forced 
him to look within himself, to appraise his position in the 
scheme of being, and to gain self-knowledge: "Since I had
peeped over the edge myself, I understand better the meaning 
of his stare, that could not see the flame of the candle, 
but was wide enough to embrace the whole universe, piercing 
enough to penetrate all the hearts that beat in the darkness. 
He had summed up— he had judged. 'The horror!' He was a re­
markable man" (p. 72). For a long while after the encounter 
with Kurtz, Marlow remained shut away from the rest of hu­
manity. Just as the individual in the theological expres­
sion of the Dark Night feels separated from God and is con­
sequently overcome by feelings of aridity, so Marlow implies 
that his alienation from society creates the same feeling in 
him. He feels separated from the "good" of civilization with 
its humanistic ideals because of his thorough knowledge of 
the "bad" lurking within the dark heart of man. Disillusion­
ment, despair, and aridity completely overwhelm him. He ex­
periences the spiritual inertia that accompanies the encoun­
ter with the Dark Night of the Soul. As he says, he had "to 
deal with this shadow by myself alone— and to this day I. 
don't know why I was so jealous of sharing with any one the 
peculiar blackness of that experience" (p. 66). Conrad's
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record of a journey into the abyss of the Dark Night is, as 
we have seen, closely allied with the traditional handling 
of the theme of introspection.
There are other indications in the novel which point 
to the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night of the Soul as 
being relevant to a reading of Heart of D arkness. For ex­
ample, most authors express the difficulty in recording ac­
curately the outward events of the experience primarily be­
cause those events had such a tremendous impact on their emo­
tions. Conrad reiterates the basic mysterious nature of the 
experience of the Dark Night several times in the novel.
Early in the narrative, as Marlow tries to explain the uni­
versal existence of darkness within the hearts of men, he re­
fers to the Roman conquest of Britain. He emphasizes the 
feelings of mystery which the Roman experienced upon landing 
there. The conqueror felt "all that mysterious life of the 
wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in the 
hearts of wild men. There's no initiation into such mys­
teries. He has to live in the midst of the incomprehensible, 
which is also detestable" (p. 6). These statements are Con­
rad's attempt to prepare the audience for the inconceivable 
and almost inexpressible experience which he delineates in 
the narrative. Conrad has Marlow add that besides the mys­
tery, the experience carries with it a "fascination of the 
abomination" which "goes to work upon him" (p. 6). Marlow 
can make these assertions because he has had the archetypal 
experience which he describes. The theme of the ineffabil-
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ity of the experience can be clearly seen in one of the few 
incidents where Marlow's auditors are presented as part of the 
narrative. At this particular point Marlow seems to experi­
ence a kind of frustration which is caused by his listeners' 
apparent confusion and incomprehension over what he is re­
lating. He, in effect, begs them for some sign of under­
standing, for some indication that they can identify what he 
is saying: "Do you see him? Do you see the story? Do you
see anything? It seems to me I am trying to tell you a
dream— making a vain attempt, because no relation of a dream 
can convey the dream-sensation, that commingling of absurdi­
ty, surprise, and bewilderment in a tremor of struggling re­
volt, that notion of being captured by the incredible which 
is of the very essence of dreams" (pp. 27-28). None of the 
listeners answers Marlow's plea, but Conrad shows that the 
narrator of the story does, in fact, respond. We are given 
his thoughts, "There was not a word from anybody. The 
others might have been asleep, but I was awake. I listened,
I listened on the watch for the sentence, for the word, that
would give me the clue to the faint uneasiness inspired by
this narrative that seemed to shape itself without human 
lips in the heavy night-air of the river" (p. 28). The nar­
rator cannot express his response? but he does feel some 
"faint uneasiness." The uneasiness he feels could be an in­
tuitive reaction to the archetypal pattern of the story he 
hears from Marlow. The narrator identifies Marlow's story 
with his own personal, even if unconscious, knowledge of the
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darkness and this makes him uneasy. This reaction is the 
same intuitive response that Conrad expects from his readers, 
as he expresses it in his comment on Heart of Darkness in the 
introduction to the Youth volume. It is the "sinister reso­
nance" which he hoped "would hang in the air and dwell on 
the ear after the last note had been struck" (p. xii).
Conrad realized that it was not possible for all men 
to respond to the kind of knowledge the archetypal pattern 
discloses about the darkness within. He even has Marlow 
categorize the types of response of which men are capable 
when confronted with this experience. Those who encounter 
the experience fully and necessarily on a personal level dis­
cover that they must "fall back upon [their] own innate 
strength, upon [their] own capacity for faithfulness" (p. 50). 
Others, who are "too much of a fool to go wrong," never re­
alize that they are "being assaulted by the powers of dark­
ness" (p. 50). Still others are such "thunderingly exalted 
creatures" that they can never experience "anything but 
heavenly sights and sounds" (p. 50). These categories in­
clude the extreme responses to the archetype of the Dark 
Night. Marlow indicates that "most of us are neither one 
nor the other. The earth for us is a place to live in, 
where we must put up with sights, with sounds, with smells, 
too, by Jove!— breathe dead hippo, so to speak, and not be 
contaminated" (p. 50). Most people do not or cannot person­
ally experience the terrors, the darkness, and the unreality 
of the Dark Night of the Soul. They, Marlow says, must "put
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up with" the ordinary occurrences of the "earth they live in."
As for Marlow's personal reaction to the Dark Night, 
he can describe it only in vague, indecisive terms: "I had
turned to the wilderness really. . . . And for the moment it 
seemed to me as if I also were buried in a vast grave full 
of unspeakable secrets. I felt an intolerable weight op­
pressing my breast, the smell of the damp earth, the unseen 
presence of victorious corruption, the darkness of an impene­
trable night" (p. 63). Conrad has been much criticized for 
having Marlow speak in such terms; however, the terms are 
necessarily vague, confusing, and disturbing because they 
mirror an experience which is of that very nature.
Closely related to the ideas of the ineffable nature 
of the experience of the Dark Night is the distortion and 
weakening of the common sense perceptions. An important as­
pect of the archetype is the recurrent idea that the reliance 
on sense perceptions often hinders the individual from real­
izing profound and significant truths while engaged with the 
experience. Conrad frequently refers to Marlow's sense re­
actions during his journey into darkness, primarily to indi­
cate that those conscious reactions are often highly charged 
and colored by unconscious stirrings. An excellent example 
of what is being said occurs when Marlow first goes to the 
company's offices. He begins to notice that he "feel [s] slight­
ly uneasy" (p. 10). He looks around and sees two women who 
"feverishly" knit black wool. As two other men come into the 
office, one of the women "threw at them the same quick glance
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of unconcerned wisdom." Immediately, Marlow senses an 
"eerie feeling." feeling causes him to think that the
incident he witnesses should not he relegated to the sphere 
of conscious experience. Instead, the incident recalls ex­
periences of a less realistic import, the "uncanny and fate­
ful" (pp. 10-11) experiences of the unconscious mind. Ul­
timately, Marlow, through his imagination, comes to see 
these two women as "guarding the door of Darkness, knitting 
black wool as for a warm pall, one introducing, introducing 
continuously to the unknown, the other scrutinising the 
cheery and foolish faces with unconcerned old eyes" (pp. 10- 
11). Marlow adds to the conscious experience, the uncon­
scious archetypal intuition of fate.
Marlow reacts to the beginning of his journey in 
much the same manner. The "commonplace affair" of departure 
becomes much more significant in Marlow's eyes: "I felt as
though, instead of going to the centre of a continent, I 
were about to set off for the centre of the earth" (p. 13). 
And the journey itself takes on special importance in rela­
tion to Marlow's sense perceptions. Since Marlow's journey 
is an introspective one, we cannot expect Marlow to perceive 
the objective world in its normal relation to the senses. 
Instead, we should expect to watch Marlow discover that on 
such an inward journey, the world around him would diminish 
in objective reality as he becomes more and more concerned 
with his inner reality. This change in the nature of the 
reality of the objective world does, in fact, occur during
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the course of the novel.
Marlow watches the African coast slip by, but his 
eyes record the fact only in relation to the thoughts that 
he has while this is going on: "Watching a coast as it
slips by the ship is like thinking about an enigma" (p. 13). 
More frequently, Marlow records sensory reaction to the ex­
ternal world of the voyage in terms of boredom. The first 
glimpses of the jungle are viewed as possessing "an aspect of 
monotonous grimness" (p. 13). When he enters Africa itself, 
the redundant activities cause ennui. He says, "Day after 
day, with the stamp and shuffle of sixty pair of bare feet 
behind me, each pair under a 60-lb. load. Camp, cook, sleep; 
strike camp, march" (p. 20). The constant repetition of 
daily activities eventually causes Marlow to experience a 
kind of accidie, a state of mind which is quite typical of the 
experience of the Dark Night. Finally, Marlow reaches a 
point where "There was no joy in the brilliance of sunshine" 
(p. 34). At this moment, Marlow has experienced a thorough 
change in the normal sensory reactions to objects in the ex­
ternal world. The first result of this change in the sense 
perceptions is— as is typical of most expressions of the 
archetype of the Dark Night— a questioning of the reality of 
that external world. Marlow comes to feel that his involve­
ment with sensory perceptions to the world about him are 
meaningless. He says, "The idleness of a passenger, my iso­
lation amongst all these men with whom I had no point of con­
tact, the oily and languid sea, the uniform sombreness of
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the coast, seemed to keep me away from the truth of things, 
within the toil of a mournful and senseless delusion" (p. 13). 
He comes to recognize, as Conrad makes much clearer later, 
that the world of objective reality concerns only matters of 
surface truth and that the real truth lay somewhere deep 
within. During the experience of the Dark Night, the world 
of "straight-forward facts" gradually disappears and loses 
its meaning for the individual involved. This phenomenon in­
variably causes some moments of disorientation and of strange­
ness, of being divorced from the objects of the external 
world. The separation from the world causes the individual 
to feel further isolated and alienated, a feeling which in 
turn causes him to experience moments of futility, aridity, 
and sterility. While Marlow is caught in this intense ac­
cidie, some new type of scene would present itself to his 
senses in the form of such occasional things as a black man 
paddling a boat out to the ship. This occurrence was "a 
great comfort to look at. For a time I would feel I be­
longed still to a world of straight-forward facts; but the 
feeling would not last long" (p. 14).
Marlow tries to cope with the inertia of accidie by 
focusing all his attention on the work of getting his steam­
ship up the Congo River. But he thinks that this activity 
borders on dishonesty. Watching for snags in the river, he 
muses, keeps one away from whatever there is in life that is 
real and true: "When you have to attend to things of that
sort, to the mere incidents of the surface, the reality— the
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reality, I tell you— fades. The inner truth is hidden—  
luckily, luckily. But I felt it all the same? I felt often 
its mysterious stillness watching me at my monkey tricks, 
just as it watches you fellows performing on your respective 
tightropes for— what is it? half a crown a tumble— 1 (p. 34) . 
Ultimately, external reality begins to completely change its 
recognizable forms. As he views it subjectively, the world 
achieves a strange, dreamlike cast which he cannot fully com­
prehend. He looks out at the jungle, and its landscape 
takes on an aura which is completely alien to his ordinary 
sense perceptions. The jungle seems to mirror the immobil­
ity, the inertia, and the stagnation of his own mind: "The
living trees, lashed together by the creepers and every liv­
ing bush of the undergrowth, might have been changed into 
stone, even to the slenderest twig, to the lightest leaf.
It was not sleep— it seemed unnatural, like a state of
trance. Not the faintest sound of any kind could be heard. 
You looked on amazed, and began to suspect yourself of being 
deaf— then the night came suddenly, and struck you blind as 
well" (p. 40). Marlow's sense perceptions change markedly 
in order to prepare him for the climactic meetings with 
Kurtz. By the time of these meetings, Marlow is no longer 
capable of regarding the external world realistically. In­
deed, when he and Kurtz are alone in the jungle, Marlow is 
completely unable to perceive "whether [he] stood on the
ground or floated in the air" (p. 67). He warns us that we,
as auditors of his narrative, should not place explicit
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faith in his account of this strange meeting: "I've been
telling you what we said— repeating the phrases we pro­
nounced— but what's the good? They were common everyday 
words— the familiar, vague sounds exchanged on every waking 
day of life. But what of that? They had behind them, to my 
mind, the terrific suggestiveness of words heard in dreams, 
of phrases spoken in nightmares. SoulI If anybody had ever 
struggled with a soul, I am the man" (p. 67). Marlow, in 
this passage, indicates the sheer confusion caused by the ex­
perience with the Dark Night. The senses are so confounded 
that they can no longer operate to distinguish what is real 
and important from what is unreal and vaguely suggested.
The senses, according to Conrad's Marlow, help us to 
know the surface truth of the experience, but they are of 
precious little help in the lower depths of the darkness of 
human existence. For us to gain the knowledge contained 
within that inner region, we must rely on our "innate strength" 
and our personal "capacity for faithfulness"— our intuition 
and our faith in the reliability of intuition. Through util­
izing these powers of the individual, Conrad's Marlow real­
izes "one gets sometimes such a flash of insight. The es­
sentials of this affair, its meaning and its: lesson,* lay 
deep under the surface, beyond my reach, and beyond my 
powers of meddling" (p. 39).
It is through such "flashes of insight" that Conrad
*The original manuscript includes the underscored 
words which were later removed from the text by Conrad.
See Kimbrough*s edition, p. 39.
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believed it was possible for man to give his existence mean­
ing. This flash of insight for Marlow provided him with 
knowledge that helped him understand Kurtz. Since Kurtz is 
actually Marlow's "shadow-self," Marlow finally comes to un­
derstand himself. And this understanding becomes the most 
important factor in Marlow's journey, for it is by achieving 
this self-understanding that the self can regulate its exis­
tence. It is from this knowledge that Marlow is able to pre­
sent— in a Buddha-like pose— the moral truths which Conrad 
feels operate to help preserve some kind of order for human 
existence. The first of these truths is that each individual 
can be aware of the potential for darkness which is included 
as a very real part of each psychic make-up. Marlow has 
witnessed the disintegration of Kurtz; and, as Florence H. Rid­
ley explains, Kurtz "is a voice which 'speaks' and tells Mar­
low not only about himself, but about all human beings, tells 
him in what way the ever-threatening darkness can triumph,
gand what the result of such triumph can be." The awareness 
of the darker tendencies in man is not enough for Conrad, 
however. He feels that man must face these tendencies with 
his "innate strength" and subdue them through restraint. The 
necessity for restraint is echoed time and again in the 
novel. It is Kurtz's lack of restraint that causes his down­
fall, but the fact that at the time of his death he recog­
nized that cause creates, in Marlow's eyes, a kind of moral
O Florence H. Ridley, "The Ultimate Meaning of 
'Heart of Darkness,'" Nineteenth-Century Fiction, XVIII 
(June, 196 3), 46.
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victory. Indeed, Marlow feels a kind of admiration for 
Kurtz's pronouncement of "The horror!" It is a "moral vic­
tory paid for by innumerable defeats, by abominable terrors, 
by abominable satisfactions" (p. 72).
Marlow, by witnessing the destruction of Kurtz and 
identifying the causes of that destruction as existing also 
within himself, loses all sense of self and experiences the 
end of his journey. And the end of that journey completes 
his Dark Night of the Soul, as has been indicated by Mar­
low's reaction to the journey. As he explains it, "it is 
not my own extremity I remember best— a vision of greyness 
without form filled with physical pain, and a careless con­
tempt for the evanescence of all things— even of this pain 
itself. No! It is his extremity that I seem to have lived 
through" (p. 72). This living of another's extremity en­
tails the complete denial of self which is probably the es­
sential characteristic of a moralistic approach to the Dark 
Night of the Soul. It is only after this denial of the self 
that Marlow can recognize the ultimate truths to be gained 
from the "magnificent eloquence" which was Kurtz's life. Un­
like Kurtz, Marlow is quite willing to use his "innate 
strength" and his "capacity for faithfulness" to curb the 
darker urges and to keep them within his control. To sur­
vive in this world, as Conrad sees it, man must face these 
abominations, understand them, and control them. Perhaps 
James C. Dahl explains Conrad's point of view most suc­
cinctly :
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To Swiss psychologist'Carl Jung, the recognition of 
the shadow side of human personality is of the utmost 
importance to wholeness and balance. If unrecognized 
or repressed, the danger is a fate like Kurtz's— the 
uncontrollable emergence of the savage side of man.
Jung is also strongly convinced of the importance of 
religious belief to human happiness, especially with 
regard to this descent into self, for the major re­
ligions of the world all promise spiritual rebirth.
For us, in the third quarter of the twentieth cen­
tury, the decline, if not near absence, of deep re­
ligious convictions is a matter of grave consequence- 
with regard to the dangers of reversion to savagery.
Despite Mr. Dahl's somewhat dramatic conclusion to this pas­
sage, what he does say about the need to correlate the sha­
dowy aspects of the personality with the light aspects seems 
to be a necessary phenomenon for a healthy mentality. For 
Conrad, this type of correlation is necessary if man is to 
exist as a civilized being. And in order for civilized exis­
tence to have meaning and consequence, it must recognize the 
ethical necessity of understanding man's innate darkness and 
of restraining that darkness. These two basic ideas consti­
tute the moral fabric of Conrad's utilization of the arche­
type of the Dark Night of the Soul.
g James C. Dahl, "Kurtz, Marlow, Conrad and the Hu­
man Heart of Darkness," Studies in' the Literary Imagination, 
I, ii (October, 1968), 39-40.
CHAPTER III— Part 2
Julien Green's The Dark Journey
It was impossible that this awful night, 
in which he had endured so much concen­
trated suffering, could be nothing but a 
meaningless nightmare.
— Gudret in The Dark Journey
It is only quite recently that the writing of the
American-born French writer Julien Green has begun to re­
ceive closer scrutiny. Even though he began writing his 
novels as early as the 1920's and has continued to publish 
until the 1970's, Green has remained largely unknown to the 
American reading public— except to some few academicians and 
literary critics. It is indeed important to recognize that 
this writer has received numerous literary awards, ranging 
from the Prix Bookman in 1928, the Harper Prize Novel in
1929-30, to the Grand Prix de L'Academie Franchise in 19 70.
And perhaps most significantly, in 19 71 Julien Green became 
the only foreigner to achieve membership in L'Acaddmie 
Franjaise. This accolade was awarded him, according to Glenn 
S. Burne (one of the two Americans to write full-length books 
on Green), primarily because he had “created a new litera­
ture devoted to the expression of the profoundest problems 
of the human soul and in so doing had contributed brilliant­
ly to the grandeur of French letters."^ The body of litera-




ture which Green has created is primarily concerned with the
careful observation and record of particular human souls
caught in the anguish and suffering of their "most intimate
personal struggles with the mysteries of sex, religion, and
morality" and their attempts to "escape from the agonies of
physical existence which, for Green, consisted of a suffo-
2eating sense of entrapment and nightmarish fatality." Al­
most all of Green's novels evoke for the reader an under­
standing of Green's reaction to the darker side of human ex­
istence, and it is for this reason that he has been chosen as 
a representative writer of the archetypal expression of the 
Dark Night of the Soul. Perhaps nowhere has he achieved such 
a Tonified and powerful dramatization of that archetype than 
in his 1929 novel. The Dark Journey. Green's entire canon, 
including his Journal, can be described as an attempt to de­
lineate the experience of the Dark Night, which provides 
penetrating insight into the workings of the mind of the 
artist. At several moments in his career, he encountered 
the theological expression of the archetype in his reading 
of the treatises of Saint John of the Cross. In 1934, he 
records such a moment in his Journal:
Just a moment ago, we were in my study, having cof­
fee and listening to one of Beethoven's quartets (the 
third of Opus 59). I was glancing through Father 
Bruno's book on Saint John of the Cross, when I came 
across these lines, which were already familiar to me:
6 A donde te escondiste, Amado,
Y me dejaste con gemido?
2 Ibid., p. 12.
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Como el ciervo huiste,
Habiendome herido . . .
I felt deeply moved, as though a powerful voice 
called to me in the stillness. For the space of a 
second, I had an intuition of what a mystical life 
can be, and what can also be, seen from the other 
side, the life that we lead in the world.
Some time toward the end of 19 34, he and Jacques Maritain 
were discussing Saint John of the Cross. Probably somewhat 
inspired by the mysticism of the Spanish saint, Green writes, 
"As we were talking of 'The Night of the Senses' by Saint 
John of the Cross, I thought I saw an immense wall, such as 
was never built by man; it was perfectly white and rose into 
a black sky, where it was lost among the stars. This image 
engrossed me for some time without my finding it possible to 
divert my attention from it" (p. 58). This passage can 
serve as some indication of the tremendous faith Julien Green 
had in the spirit world, in mysticism, and especially in 
those mystical experiences which he himself has witnessed since 
his fifteenth year. Again in 1941, he read Saint John in an 
edited version and, as he says, " [I was] struck by a passage 
where he says that as human nature yearns for God, it inev­
itably happens that this aspiration after good is simultane­
ously accompanied by a rising flood of carnal desires: as
nature forms a whole, it is difficult to curb one side of it, 
in order to allow the other side to live. This explains why 
temptations can be so powerful at a time when our greatest
 ̂Julien Green, Diary 1928-1957, ed. Kurt Wolff (New 
York, 1964), p. 56. All references to Green's Journal come 
from this edited version.
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impulses toward God are felt" (p. 106). As can be observed 
from his reaction to this passage, perhaps the most signifi­
cant lesson that Green learned from Saint John of the Cross's 
handling of the Dark Night was the fact that humanity is 
faced with a basic duality of existence. Time and again,
Green has expressed his belief that it is the conflict be­
tween the flesh and the spirit which becomes the most impor­
tant motivating factor for all of man's actions. He says that 
his "novels allow glimpses of great dark stirrings that I be­
lieve to be the deepest part of the soul— and that always es­
cape psychological observation— the secret regions where God 
is at work" (p. 190). Yet, for Green, the closest we, as 
mere physical beings, can come to understanding those "great 
dark stirrings" is by coming to terms with the psychology of 
mankind. In The Dark Journey, and indeed in most of his 
writing, Green was intent on studying the psychological make­
up of persons who are faced with a situation of anguish and 
suffering— reactions which we have found are typical of the 
archetypal experience of the Dark Night of the Soul.
Throughout his lifetime, Julien Green has manifested 
a tremendous interest in the psychology of man, yet he has 
seldom recorded the formal study of any specific psychologi­
cal theory with the exception of William Stekel's work on 
anxiety. In his Journal, Green states, "I had to wait until 
I was thirty-two before reading a psycho-analytical book. 
(Stekel's work on anxiety)" (p. 42). In his turn, William 
Stekel once said of one of Green's novels that "it was a
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novel of a psychological nature written by someone who obvi­
ously had no formal knowledge of psychoanalysis but who had
intuitively arrived at a vivid depiction of the workings of
4the human mind."
Among the psychological theories of which Green did 
become aware was the idea of the collective unconscious. As 
early as 19 33, Green entirely on his own had come to believe 
in the existence of a racial unconsciousness: "I am sure
that in many a novelist the accumulation of memories beyond 
memory is what makes them write. They speak for hundreds of 
dead, their dead; in fact, they express everything that 
their ancestors had kept deep in their hearts, out of pru­
dence or out of decency" (p. 39). For Green, however, this 
idea eventually became more important to understanding the 
bases of human nature than it was to formulating aesthetic 
theory. By the summer of 19 34, Green had obtained a formal 
explanation for the phenomenon of the collective unconscious 
from Carl Jung himself:
A lecture by Doctor Jung on the collective un­
conscious. Doctor Jung is a tall, ruddy-faced old 
man with a white mustache. He wears a dress suit 
and talks quietly about amazing things. According 
to him, we carry within us, in the deepest part of our 
unconscious self, certain ideas that are a remote her­
itage common to all races of humanity. Some of the 
sick people he looks after, on being asked to make 
sketches, have reproduced, unknowingly, extremely 
ancient symbolical signs that are familiar only to 
Orientalists. For instance, mandalas, or magic cir­
cles ornamented with crosses and snakes. Slides en­
able us to understand exactly what he means. Cer­
tain Tibetan or Hindu drawings correspond to sketches
4 Burne, p . 33-
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by children aged between seven and twelve.
Cassou and Jaloux [friends of Green] were at the 
lecture. All three of us left together to gossip 
until IP. M. in a caf£ on the place Pdreire. They 
believe that constants exist in the human brain that 
would partly explain these strange drawings. Cer­
tain ideas, certain emotions always express them­
selves in the same manner. However, they make no at­
tempt to explain, through reasoning, certain almost 
incomprehensible coincidences. For my part, I wonder 
if these mysterious signs are not an unconscious mem­
ory of an antediluvian handwriting. We inherit so 
many things from our parents and our great-grandparents. 
Why shouldn't this inheritance go very far back into 
the past, to the origins of humanity? We are steeped 
in memories. (pp. 54-55)
It is obvious that Jung made a great impression on Green, for
he repeats the belief in the idea of a collective unconscious
several times during the course of his writing career. Some
time around 19 38, for example, he wrote, "L'humain, tout
l'humain est en nous, au fond de notre coeur que nous con-
naissons si mal. Chaque homme est a lui seul 1'humanity 
v 5tout entiere." And upon witnessing an exhibit of prehis­
toric remains in a museum, he wrote, "J'ai eu une curieuse im­
pression devant toutes ces epaves d'un age si lointain, 
l'impression qu'a travers moi l'humanite entiere passe comme
gsur un grand'route." As late as 1948, his interest in the 
idea of a collective unconscious remained the same: "human­
ity is but one man and is to be found in its entirety in 
each of us" (p. 194). But what is most important in Green's 
understanding of the collective unconscious is a belief in 
some sort of archetypal expression. He had noted the mandaias,
Samuel Stokes,' Julien Green and the Thorn of Puri­
tanism (New York, 1955) , p"I 74T
® Ibid.
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but he had also experienced moments when he felt the opera­
tion of archetypal expressions from his own unconscious:
"For a second, in an unknown town, I had memories of this 
town. I had lived there with generations of men and women. 
How and why we are suddenly enlightened as to the past, I 
don't know, but the experience is profoundly disturbing"
(p. 194). This kind of "profoundly disturbing enlightenment" 
is closely analogous to Jung's explanation of the operation 
of archetypes in the mind of man, the intuitive urges from 
the collective unconscious which bombard the conscious por­
tion of the mind. Green actually felt that this sort of men­
tal activity formulated the basis for his writing. He says, 
"the novelist is like a scout commissioned to go and see 
what is happening in the depth of the soul. He comes back 
and reports what he has observed. He never lives on the 
surface but only inhabits the darkest regions" (p. 196).
One has only to compare this aesthetic statement with Con­
rad's "Preface" to Nigger of the Narcissus to note the amaz­
ing similarity. Both writers feel that the archetypal ex­
periences are essential to the artistic achievement of the 
writer.
In the case of Green, what the novelist has discov­
ered on his explorations into the depth of the soul is a 
central kind of mystery which is categorized by him as "la 
condition humaine." We have previously noted some charac­
teristics of the basic idea of that condition. It is that 
man is trapped by his existence to experience a continual
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conflict between his yearning for spiritual perfection and 
unity and the demands of his physical being. There is no 
reasonable explanation given to man, Green feels, which would 
divulge why he must undergo this kind of existence; hence, 
the existence itself becomes ultimately a mystery. And this 
inexplicable mystery forms the foundation for the suffering 
which characterizes Green's interpretation of the human con­
dition. As Burne explains it, "All of Green's works are ex­
pressions of the need to escape the suffering of human life.
He has confessed that 'My greatest sin will be not to have
7been willing to accept the human condition.'" A glimpse 
at one of Green's entries in his Journal will help to demon­
strate the intensity of Green's involvement with the idea of 
escaping from the suffering that is existence in this world, 
escaping into some sort of spirituality: "In 1941, oh, how
the outside world throws us back within ourselves, how much 
the invisible is present there, pleading with us just as 
angels glow in the night of the senses" (p. 104).
Green's knowledge of this essential mysterious na­
ture of human existence was, at least in part, an intuitive 
response to the archetype of the Dark Night of the Soul. Even 
though he never records his personal encounter with the dark­
ness under the name of the Dark Night of the Soul, Green in­
tensely responded to the characteristic occurrences of this 
archetypal experience. He writes, in his Journal for ex­
ample, of the sensations of losing contact with the reality
7 Burne, p. 134.
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of the objective world, a very important characteristic of
the experience of the Dark Night:
I enter the world called real as one enters a mist.
I would like to pause and explain what X mean, what 
I believe I understand. It takes very little for 
the outside world to lose its reality in my eyes.
No doubt it is not with impunity that since 1924 I 
have thrown myself deliberately, and at the price of 
great effort, into a state known only to novelists, 
in order to believe and see what I describe. Fol­
lowing which, the world does not always appear to me 
as something completely real, and there are moments 
when I clearly feel that I'm going to lose my foot­
ing. Consequently, when I see a large number of 
people who have to be talked to, I shrink back and 
don't quite hear what is being said to me. I take 
refuge in temporary deafness. I am present, but 
like a somnambulist. I may perhaps seem at ease, 
but a somnambulist also gives that impression. (p. 212)
By achieving this extreme point of detachment. Green is able 
to penetrate the mystery of existence by accomplishing some­
thing the characters in his novels always try but never suc­
ceed in doing— that is, the escape from the suffering of the 
human condition. It is in this way that Green can, in
Uijterwaal's words, present "la demonstration de I'absurditd
0de la condition humaine." According to Uijterwaal, Green's
novels form a unity of theme in which he portrays man in the
following manner:
L'homme est un dtranger dans ce monde, il ne comprend 
rien & la vie, mais rien non plus & lui-mdme. La 
monotonie et 1'ennui dominent tous ses actes et in- 
tdrieurement c'est l'angoisse qui le tue, l'angoisse 
devant le milieu dans lequel il vit, l'angoisse 
devant les autres, l'angoisse devant la mort, 
l'angoisse devant lui-mdme. Les personnages cherchent 
instinetivement une issue, pour la plupart dans 1'amour, 
mais c'est en vain. L*amour se transforme en haine
0 J. Uijterwaal, Julien Green Personnalitd et 
Crdation Romanesque (Assen, 196 8), p. l2o. ~
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des qu'il n'est pas compris ou qu'il est repoussd; 
victime de sa passion, le personnage principal suc- 
combe a la folie.
And Uijterwaal reiterates succinctly for us what Green1s cen­
tral preoccupation is:
C'est ce fond mysterieux de l'etre— ce qu'on pour- 
rait appeler "la condition humaine"— qui est l'objet 
de toutes les reflexions, de toutes les recherches, 
de toute la creation litteraire de Green. Ce prob- 
leme metaphysique, il I1 a incame maintes fois dans 
une situation concrete qui fait le sujet de tel ou 
tel roman. Une vingtaine de pages suffisent pour 
que le lecteur voie devant lui des personnages 
"greeniens," vivant dans un climat tel que le lec­
teur en est entierement "envoute." Angoisse, peur, 
destin, voila les differents aspects de cette atmos­
phere. A peine un modeste rayon de soleil, un peu 
de lumiere. Et au milieu de tout cela le person- 
nage qui ne cesse de se demander: comment en sortir?
It becomes, then, Green's intuitive response to the mystery
of the human condition which forms almost totally the basis
of his writing. This sense of mystery is closely related to
that characteristic of the archetype of the Dark Night of the
Soul which has been noted several times; namely, the authors'
constant references to the ineffable, inexplicable, and
hence mysterious nature of the experience.
There are two important means by which Green ex­
presses this central mystery of the human condition in The 
Dark' Journey. One means, and by far the most consistent, is 
by portraying the staunch belief on the part of the charac­
ters in the operations of fate. The second means is by por­
traying the characters as having some kind of mystical expe­
rience which convinces them of the reality of the spiritual
9 Ibid. 10 Ibid., p. 190.
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part of their existence. Green does not explicitly describe 
the machinations of fate in the novel so much as he creates 
an atmosphere in which thei characters are sure that their 
lives are completely determined by some outside force over 
which they have no personal control. Pierre Brodin explains 
the use of fate in Green's novels; "les personnages sont 
affectes beaucoup moins par ce qu'on est convenu d'appeler 
les realites quotidiennes que par les 1 forces inconnues,'
11mysterieuses et surnaturelles, auxquelles ils sont en proie.'1
Indeed, most of Green's characters are presented as being held
prisoner by their own particular natures. As Michel Gorkine
indicates, "On pourrait apprehender toute 1*oeuvre greenienne
par ce theme si obsedant de l'etre humain traque par son
destin. Hommes et femmes y suivent etroitement les exigences
de leur nature. Instinctifs, impulsifs, ils vivent intense-
ment leur drame interieur et s'adonnent a leurs inclinations
tout a la fois avec la volonte et le degout d'aller jus-qu'au
12bout de leur experience." The tragedy involved in the 
lives of these characters is that they do not come to a full 
realization of the extent of their own natures and, conse­
quently, find themselves totally unable to explain the reasons 
for what they do. More often than not, they are therefore 
willing to attribute their personal catastrophes, as well as 
their happiness, to the operation of fate.
^  Pierre Brodin, Julieri Green (Paris, 1957), p. 35.
12 Michel Gorkine, Julien Green: Essai (Paris,
1956), p. 194.
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Green presents the principal characters of the novel—  
Gudret, Angdle, Madame Londe, and Madame Grosgeorge— as be­
ing thoroughly convinced that their lives are filled with oc­
currences over which they have no control. Gudret, once an 
established history teacher in Paris , leaves the boredom of 
city life to live in the provincial village of Lorges. He 
takes with him a wife for whom he feels no love. This woman 
represents the trap into which he feels fate has led him.
His marriage to her will not allow him the freedom he wants, 
yet his sexuality demands almost total freedom. Gudret*s 
first furtive meeting with Angdle is an attempt on his part 
to establish that freedom despite the bonds of marriage.
They meet on a bridge near Lorges, but Angdle will allow him 
only to touch her hand. She does not want any one to see 
them, but she accepts the gift of a ring which Gudret clum­
sily tries to slip onto her finger. The ring had been stolen 
from his wife. Gudret had waited for days for this meeting to 
take place. Afterwards, he is left sorely disappointed, for 
they were unable to establish any kind of relationship in so 
short a time. This type of incident becomes typical of 
Gudret's life in the village. He thinks everything that hap­
pens to him is meant to disillusion him.
He meets Madame Londe, the owner of a restaurant, 
whose sole interest is curiously inquiring into the lives of 
her clients in order to manipulate them with their own se­
crets. Madame Londe is actually Angdle’s panderess. She 
"rents" Ang&le out to her clients from the restaurant. When
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this old woman cannot divest Gudret of any of his secrets, 
she turns to an assured method of getting information. With­
out knowing of their previous meeting, she tries to get An- 
gele to meet with Gudret. Angele refuses when she discovers 
he is a married man. Angdle and Gudret do meet later, how­
ever; but Gudret receives little attention from Angdle. His 
interest in her, nevertheless, grows into an obsession. He 
becomes so preoccupied with seducing Angdle that he loses in­
terest in everyone about him, including hi's pupil, the Gros- 
georges' son. One day he is so distracted that Madame Gros— 
george reprimands him for being inadequate as a tutor. At 
the same time, she "mechanically" slaps her son's, face for 
not achieving greater skill in retaining his history lesson.■ 
This scene is the first introduction to the sadistic tenden­
cies in Madame Grosgeorge.
Gueret wanders around Lorges constantly trying to 
find some way to win Angdle's admiration. One night, Gudret 
desperately stalks up to Madame Londe*s house, finds Angdle's 
window, climbs up a wall, and breaks into the room. When he 
finds that Angdle is not sleeping in her bed, he immediately 
thinks she is with another of Madame Londels clients. When 
he meets her the next morning near the bridge, she refuses 
to tell him where she spent the night. This enrages him, 
but Ang&le remains adamant. Gudret beats her brutally and 
runs away, leaving her for dead. In another lane of the vil­
lage, he sees an old man, seizes the old man's stick, and 
bludgeons him to death. Gudret then begins a life of flight.
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In the meantime, the battered Angdle returns to Mad­
ame Londe's to live as a recluse. Her features are so dis­
torted from Gudret*s blows that she can no longer work as a 
prostitute. This attitude distresses Madame Londe, because 
she feels that without Angele’s help she will lose her cus­
tomers and ultimately her business. Madame Londe consoles 
Angele, urging her to return to her former routine. Angele 
refuses. She is now repulsive to men. And to test her ugli­
ness, Angele has a little child come into her room to look 
at her and kiss her. The child is so shocked by the mutila­
tion that she can only cry. Angele withdraws further from 
the world, hiding her disfigured face with a shawl. Every­
one in Lorges tries to get Angdle to admit Gudret1s guilt, 
but she insists she could not recognize the man. Finally, 
Angele decides to leave Lorges. She goes to the Grosgeorges1 
home to try to beg money from Monsieur Grosgeorge, a former 
client. Instead, she meets Madame Grosgeorge who sadisti­
cally demands to see Angdle's wounds and who finally gets 
the truth about Gueret out of her. Angdle tells her the 
truth in order to get money to leave, but Madame Grosgeorge 
tells her to wait until the next day.
At this point, Gudret returns to Lorges. He is 
bearded and almost unrecognizable, but Madame Grosgeorge 
identifies him immediately. She insists upon meeting him 
the next night, but he does not show up. When she returns 
home from the assignation, Gudret is waiting in the shadows. 
She takes him up to her sitting-room and tells him she will
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help with his escape by giving him clothes and money. While 
he waits in her sitting-room, Madame Grosgeorge does a great 
deal of introspective searching and discovers that she wants 
Gueret for her lover. When she discovers that he returned to 
Lorges only to see Angele, she characteristically decides to 
turn him over to the authorities. She keeps him locked in 
her sitting-room, throws the key to the room outside into the 
garden, and sends a servant-girl for the police. Then, de­
spondent over her own actions, Madame Grosgeorge tries to 
shoot herself.
In the meantime, Angele, having discovered Gueret1s 
return and subsequent entrapment, falls sick with a fever.
She dies shortly thereafter. For her, the "dark journey" of 
life is over. For Gudret, the life of a prisoner is viewed 
as offering not much more distress than did his life as a 
free man. But for Madame Londe and Madame Grosgeorge, life 
continues to move along the same boring path, the path of 
the human condition.
Gueret quite willingly refuses to be responsible for 
his actions and attributes their occurrence to fate. Green 
shows with what alarming facility Gudret is capable of doing 
this:
As he shut the restaurant door behind him a thought 
struck him, the same thought that had always struck 
him fo^ some years past in times of great stress—
"it is destiny, my destiny." And this conviction re­
assured him, as feeble creatures are reassured when 
their fate is placed into the hands of a superior be­
ing, even if they have to suffer for it, even if it 
costs them their lives. Henceforward he would not 
have to decide anything for himself; events, whether
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good or bad, would happen of their own accord. Since 
this woman insisted on his returning to her, he would 
return, and in this he saw a sign, the mark o^ a mys­
terious will that presided over his destiny.
There is nothing admirable, for Green, in man's surrendering 
the motivations for his actions to some sort of "otherness." 
Indeed, as we will notice later, Green's depiction of this 
kind of belief on the part of his characters is actually in­
dicative of a moral weakness. Gueret shows, for example, an 
undeniable self-pitying attitude:
What odious conventions ruled the world1 Somewhere, 
surely, on this earth there were green fields, for­
ests in which he could hide or lose himself, young 
and beautiful women who might perhaps have loved 
him; but dire necessity kept human beings apart from 
each other, kept every door shut and took a delight 
in dumping into one street people who would have 
found happiness in the next one; happiness existed 
for him somewhere in the world and he was distracted 
because he could not find it. When he ran after 
women it was this that he was pursuing. He was like 
a silly fool whose eyes have been blindfolded to 
play blind man's buff and in whose ears people shout: 
"Here! There! Farther on!" And he was running 
around in circles, going to right and to left, a 
wild and ludicrous spectacle, growing daily older 
and more disappointed. (p. 52)
This self-pitying attitude is, at one time or another, as­
sumed by each of the major characters in the novel. Angele, 
the prostitute for whom Gudret develops an obsession, momen­
tarily tries to find some sort of happiness by recalling 
scenes from her past. One of these moments involves her wit­
nessing the passage of a troop of soldiers through the vil­
lage. She remembers having longed to be with one of these
13 Julien Green, The Dark Journey, trans. Vyvyan 
Holland (New York, 1929), p. 40. All further references to 
the novel will be taken from this text.
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young men who contrasted so painfully with her elder clien­
tele: "And that scene seemed to her to be the image and sub­
stance of her whole life; she stood beside a road, motion­
less, while these happy, vigorous men passed her by without 
her being able, because of some mysterious order of things, 
to put out a hand to detain them" (p. 116). Another charac­
ter, Madame Grosgeorge, who betrays the criminal Gudret to 
the police, identifies with the suffering Gudret has experi­
enced: "Fate would buffet him without teaching him anything,
not even how to rise above himself, and to ape the appear­
ance of a man sure of his actions. . . . She saw all this 
clearly, and it made her unhappy, not for him, but for her­
self, because he was in her eyes a symbol of her own misery" 
(p. 216). And Madame Londe, proprietress of the restaurant 
and panderess for Angfel.e, feels the heavy hand of fate when 
Angele is disfigured by Gueret so that none of her former
clientele would have her. She makes, perhaps, the loudest and
most specific outcry against her destiny: "Who was to blame
for the compromising of her old age, for her agonies of un­
satisfied curiosity, her humiliation, her impotent fury at 
seeing all that she thought she held so firmly gradually 
slip from her?" She faced "an accumulation of misfortunes,
any of which was sufficient to crush her." She knew now
that she had been betrayed by the world and betrayed "by 
that God who was said to be just and who amused himself by 
clogging the well-oiled wheels of her commonplace existence"
(p. 245). Green's characters are presented as being trapped
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in their destinies primarily because they refuse to recog­
nize the reality of their human condition. Unable to come to 
grips realistically with the inherent contradictions and con­
flicts imposed upon them by the duality of their lives, these 
characters refuse to take responsibility for their own ac­
tions. They constantly attribute, to some sort of "other­
ness," the explanations of why such calamities occur in their 
lives. This kind of depiction of fate helps to evoke the 
sense of mystery in the novel. Green believed man's fate was 
to experience the duality of existence, but he did not stress 
the overbearing intervention of the spiritual world in the 
affairs of the physical world. On the other hand, his char­
acters appear to believe that some force from the spiritual 
world definitely has something to do with their misfortunes. 
This one-sided view is best noted in Madame Londe, when "she 
did not believe in religion in hours of trial like this. She 
thought of Heaven only in happy moments, as, for instance, 
when Angele brought a little money and a few little tales 
about various people" (p. 245).
Green never fully identifies the “otherness" to which
his characters surrender their actions, but he does seem to 
pass an implicit judgment on this kind of total annihilation 
of human responsibility for action. Instead of putting the 
blame on fate. Green would have these people understand their 
own dual beings more fully. By so doing, they could gain
some kind of insight into their own selves and could thereby
gain some self-control over the "instincts" and "inpulses"
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which govern their actions. The mystery of fate is, for 
Green, something which cannot be truly experienced in the 
visible world. In his Journal, -he writes, "I have taken a 
loathing for books that speak of God as though He were some­
one who could be questioned and who obligingly satisfies our 
little curiosities. God likes this, prefers that, thinks 
such and such a thing. The truth is that we know practically 
nothing about this. What, exactly, God wants of us, why we 
are born in this period and not in another, why here and not 
there, are so many mysteries. No one in the world has ever 
shared God's secrets" (p. 202).
In addition to the mystery of fate which, in Burne's 
words, "is consciously held by each character to be directly
14responsible for everything, for his misery and misfortunes," 
Green presents another element which is extremely important 
to his view of the dual nature of human existence. This ele­
ment involves the character's becoming aware of the spiritual 
part of his own being. It is primarily through Gudret that 
Green depicts these moments of mystical insight. Gudret is 
a man who is firmly entrapped by his physical being, but oc­
casionally he catches a glimpse of an existence beyond this 
world. At one point in the story, he simply looks out a win­
dow which his wife has opened in order to close the shutters: 
"The sky suddenly appeared as part of the room, filling it 
with its stars and shadows. In spite of his melancholy the 
man turned his head and looked at it; all at once something
Burne, p. 68.
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made his heart beat quicker, a confused yearning toward that 
silent immensity which seemed to beckon to him. What peace 
lay in the depths of that black sky after the babble of human 
speechl" (p. 49). In this moment Gueret is somewhat con­
vinced of the "otherness" of the spiritual world; and he 
longs, with Freud's "oceanic sense," to be unified with that 
world. At another time, upon looking at the beauty of a 
"calm, smiling countryside," Gudret is overcome by the 
anxiety caused by his persistent need for physical fulfillment. 
He thinks of his position: "He was becoming too old to lull
his sorrows with false hopes, and he was too weary, also.
After years and years of love-affairs, disillusionment, and 
mortification, there comes a moment when the soul can bear no 
more and refuses to obey the body and follow it in its shame" 
(p. 64). It is this type of awareness of the duality of his 
body and soul which makes Gudret's experience with anxiety 
so intense. Later, after he has unsuccessfully searched for 
Angdle, Gudret experiences a similar moment of enlightenment 
about the mystery of the human condition. Gudret thinks, "It 
was impossible that this awful night, in which he had endured 
so much concentrated suffering, could be nothing but a mean­
ingless nightmare. It must have a price; there must be some­
thing in the course of time, an hour, a minute, that would 
redeem it" (p. 156). The means to redeem the "awful night," 
for Gueret and for Green, is ultimately provided by death.
It is only through death that one can fully escape the con­
tradictions of the duality of existence, for death takes us
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totally out of the physical part of our being and brings us
into the spiritual. In the Journal, Green uses the metaphor
of child-birth to show his understanding of these thoughts:
A child in its mother's womb is snug and warm and 
most likely happy. It believes this small, warm 
space to be its universe, where it lacks nothing.
What suspicion can it have of the world we know?
None. Granting that one might enter into communi­
cation with an unborn child, what notion could be 
given it of a book, a house? None whatever. Our 
situation is the same in regard to the world beyond 
us, which stretches around us and which as a rule we 
reach only through death. In reality, we too live 
in a dark cavity which we like and will only be born 
screaming when we die. Then we will discover a uni­
verse of inexpressible loveliness and will walk 
freely among the stars. (pp* 88-89)
With these basic ideas in mind, then, it becomes dis­
cernible that Green's view of the entire existence of man is 
actually an extension of the archetypal pattern of the Dark 
Night of the Soul. Life itself becomes the Night Journey 
during which man experiences, if he is fortunate, momentary 
glimpses of a spiritual reality far beyond the reach of his 
physical powers. Man's sense are reliable only when dealing 
with the physical reality, and their usefulness begins to 
diminish as man approaches union with the spirit world, es­
pecially during those moments when he penetrates the depths 
of the darkness of his own unconscious mind to come closer 
to the origins of his existence. In addition, man is entire­
ly isolated in his personal existence, with only "memories 
beyond memory" serving to connect him with the rest of hu­
manity. Because of that isolation, man cannot rely on any 
outside kind of communication and is hence restricted to ex­
tended knowledge only of his self. This knowledge is accom-
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plished primarily through the means of introspection. Intro­
spection leads man to try to come to terms with his being 
and to realize his need to unify that being with someone or 
something else. For Green, the most common attempt man 
makes to try to accomplish the union he needs is the escape 
from his individualized existence. The result of this at­
tempt is the loss of ego and the final realization that 
death alone allows man the means of escaping from the human 
condition. We will note that Green is concerned with all 
these additional characteristics of the archetype of the Dark 
Night of the Soul in The Dark Journey.
The most obvious of these additional characteristics 
of the archetype becomes apparent in the title itself. The 
novel is involved with the night. Most of the action of the 
novel revolves around Gueret and the journey into the dark­
ness of his being, a journey which occurs almost exclusively 
at night. As Burne explains it, "The night and its darkness
are of course metaphorical, representing a spiritual and
15moral darkness— souls are lost in the eternal night*11 
Gueret's "dark journey" centers around his physical craving 
for Angele. Early in the novel, when he can no longer control 
that craving, he has a nocturnal meeting with the girl. We 
see, in this meeting, the beginning of his further journey 
into the darkness of the self which is typical of the ex­
pressions of the Dark Night of the Soul. This first meeting 
affects him greatly: "It seemed to him as though his reason
15 Burne, p. 107.
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had left him for a moment and that it had returned abruptly; 
and he began to rim, his heart tense with the fear that he 
had waited too long and that he would find her gone" (p. 11). 
This first lapse in the powers of reason indicates the begin­
ning of that dark journey that will take him into the depths 
of his own being.
From this point on, Gudret acts less like a civilized 
man and more like his savage, remote ancestors with whom he 
has a close kinship through his collective unconscious. As 
he probes the darker corners of his psyche, his behavior be­
comes more and more animalistic. The first indication of 
this regression and introspection is the narrowing of his 
life so that he becomes exclusively obsessed with the idea 
of having Angele. One of the "four cardinal points of his 
new life" were "streets and highways— streets through which 
he timidly followed the woman, and highways where he talked 
to her or pleaded with her, at night. They were the means 
by which he traveled from one corner of his prison to anoth­
er" (p. 62). Just as a caged animal will sometimes mutilate 
its body in trying to escape, Gudret "could abandon himself 
to his misery, for he felt a desire to aggravate his wound, 
to lacerate himself, to poison himself with his nails, since 
he could not cure himself. What is the use of trying to dis­
tract oneself from a pain that dominates both one's body and 
one's soul? It is easier not to resist it, and to let it 
wreak its havoc with its full force" (p. 135). And so, in 
the darkness of his night, he tries to scale the walls of
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Madame Londe's house in order to get into Angele's room: 
"blinded by rage, he began leaping straight up, clinging as 
best he could to the inhospitable surface which only offered 
handholds too high or too low, clawing at the stone and iron 
with his nails" (p. 147). After much effort, he manages to 
enter the room to find that Angele had slept elsewhere. His 
first reaction is that she is with one of her clients, but 
his overwrought emotions soon allow him to pass to the thought 
that she may have been killed, "assassinated in the night"
(p. 157) . As he departs shortly before dawn, he meets Angele 
on the street. She tries to reason with him, but he stifles 
her explanations with his fists. And with the fury of an in­
jured animal, Gu^ret's "fists rose and fell mechanically . . . 
and as she lay there she looked like a blind mad woman, and 
a little like the vision of a murdered woman that he had had 
the night before" (pp. 166-67). After this, Gu£ret spends 
the day and the next night trying to come to terms with his 
crime: "It was all too utterly unlike the rest of his life
to be true, and he could not recognize himself in the deeds 
that kept on being reenacted before his eyes" (p. 167).
Later, he creeps into a coal-yard where he experiences what 
Burne, in an understatement, terms "a weird night, with only 
rats for company."16 During the course of this night, Gudret 
"was incapable of any clear or reasoned chain of thought"
(p. 171). He wanders about the coal-yard and ultimately 
reaches the lowest depth in his journey into darkness:
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The few hours which he had lived since dawn gave him 
the strange impression of a life in the midst of his 
life, an appalling life, full of agony and blood, 
neither long nor short, incapable of measurement ac­
cording to human standards; but complete in itself, 
interpolated into his real life like a dream in the 
twenty-four hours of the day, and no more resembling 
that life than the visions of night resemble the ac­
tions we perform during the day. . . . But supposing 
he awoke with those bleeding hands, supposing all 
this horror were true? Was it possible for a night­
mare itself to become to reality and to confuse it­
self with everyday matters? (pp. 173-74)
The stillness, the apparent detachment from the world of phy­
sical reality, the sense of another being invading his own—  
all are extremely indicative of the experience of the Dark 
Night of the Soul. The sense of being divorced from what he 
knows is real horrifies Gudret and leads him to feel that he 
had "somehow reached the uttermost limit of his misfortunes" 
(p. 179). And shortly Gudret experiences a compulsion to 
see what he looks like. He stumbles onto a bucket of water 
and after finding a way to see himself in the reflection of 
the moonlight on the water, he sees a "motionless man."
Gudret, completely disconcerted by "the image of himself which 
he saw," feels as though he could never "tear his eyes from 
that magic reflection" (p. 187). As he scrutinizes his fea­
tures, he thinks that "He had seen those eyes too often to 
notice them, but now they clung searchingly to him, speak­
ing and living, in fact, as much as that mouth whose lips 
quivered, as though they were about to part and break into 
a scream" (p. 188). Finally, Gudret can no longer recognize 
himself in the image and he succumbs to the total disorienta­
tion typical of the experience of the Dark Night of the Soul.
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He envisions that the image of himself was "going to leave 
the water, float in the air before him, and scream" (pp. 
187-88). Gudret1s horrifying experience is a symbolical 
statement of the confrontation with the Shadow self, a char­
acteristic of the more modern expressions of the archetype 
of the Dark Night. It is at this moment that Gudret recog­
nizes the truth about his animalistic mutilation of Angdle.
He sees, now, the extent of the darkness of which humans are 
capable. This episode occurs at the mid-point of the novel; 
and, for Gudret, the remainder of the novel centers around the 
suffering which he feels in consequence of his actions. The 
suffering works, in part, as a means to expiate his crime.
He is ultimately delivered into the hands of the police by 
Madame Grosgeorge, a woman whom he trusted despite the mon­
strous things he intuitively feels about her. Toward the end 
of the novel, Gudret feels simply that "The ledger account 
of his happiness on this earth was closed; all that remained 
to him was a few stifling years in a narrow cell, or the 
agony of a convict's life" (p. 359). In addition to Gudret1s 
encounter with the darkness, the other characters, primarily 
because of their inadvertent association with Gudret, are 
also brought into contact with the darker aspects of their 
existence.
The prostitute Angele relives her past in order to 
find something there of happiness, but she is forced to rec­
ognize that she had lost forever the attraction which 
brought her clients to her. She even no longer has the
degradation of being a prostitute to comfort her. In a last 
effort to try to escape her position, she goes to Madame 
Grosgeorge for money to leave the village. Humiliated into 
displaying her mutilation for this strange woman, she is 
sent away empty-handed. With no place to go, "A strange ex­
istence began for her, an existence which partook neither of 
the state of wakefulness nor of that of dreams, but seemed to 
borrow certain qualities from each confusing them. Everything 
in the universe she had known changed its meaning; the im­
possible became true and time no longer exercised its tyranny 
over human actions" (p. 374). With this realization, she 
falls sick with a fever and in her delirium she tries to 
leave the village: "She wandered from one side of the de­
serted streets to the other with a tottering step that led 
her on and on tan til she reached the highroad. This was 
where she was making for, obeying that mysterious command 
which had been dinning in her brain for the last few hours.
If happiness existed anywhere, she must seek it on that road 
and not in the town she had left forever" (p. 375). Finally, 
Ang61e is found by the milkman on his delivery route and is 
brought back to Madame Londe * s to die:
It did not matter whether it was light or dark in 
the room and whether the heart of man was hard or 
charitable. The world was fading away like an evil 
dream; all that remained of life was the pain which 
still racked her body, but even that became fainter 
as the last bonds snapped. In the extreme confusion 
in which all earthly things appeared to this woman, 
the sound of human words reached her faintly, but 
she no longer understood what they meant. Her eyes 
were already fixed on the vision which the dead con­
template for all eternity. (p. 376)
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For Madame Londe, the darkness consists in her loss 
of a means of making money because of the disfiguring of An- 
gdle and in the loss of her being able to dominate the lives 
of the clients who paid for Angdle. Never content with the 
mere manipulation of the petty lives of the minor business­
men who ate at her restaurant, she loses even this small 
amount of power. Her anxiety is only increased when she re­
alizes that "all that she seemed to possess that was real 
and solid in this world, had rested on the most uncertain and 
changeable thing on earth, namely the attraction that a woman 
had for a few men" (p. 253). She fears everyone knows the 
story of Angele's mutilation, and thinks that with her re­
treat from the business, the "Restaurant Londe was going 
hopelessly downhill" (p. 253). And her dark thoughts quickly 
change to paranoia when she feels the townspeople say, "the 
old bawd must have amassed a tidy sum, but providential jus­
tice seemed only to have lifted her into a state of prosper­
ity in order to prepare for her a fall that was all the more 
painful and ignominious” (p. 253). And so the only thing 
left for Madame Londe to do is to "abandon herself to her 
sorrow, intoxicate herself with misery" (p. 251). Green al­
lows us to see this woman in all of her misery in order, per­
haps, to intensify the feelings of her necessary expiation 
for having succumbed to the forces of darkness. It is in­
tensely ironic that everything she had built for existence 
in this world is destroyed by the very darkness she herself 
had begun, the prostituting of Angfele. This old lady is
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shown at the end of the novel surviving, but hardly existing. 
Madame Londe*s "dark journey" is almost over. Completely 
overwhelmed by the "nightmare that would soon come to an end," 
she sees herself for what she is: old, ugly, crippled,
toothless, rattling voice, bald, deaf, and blind— "in fact, 
life had done with her" (p. 257).
But perhaps the most monstrous existence in the novel 
is that of Madame Grosgeorge. She is intensely involved with 
the dark regions of her existence primarily through her con­
scious actions of sadism. Throughout the novel, we are ex­
posed to this streak of darkness. GueTret had been hired by 
her to tutor her son, and one day she interrupted them in 
their lessons. Gueret is, of course, somewhat disconcerted 
by her appearance; and she "enjoyed this spectacle for a mo­
ment, breathing it in like a lascivious animal, then she drew 
herself a little and rubbed her hands noiselessly together"
(p. 57). Shortly thereafter, because she feels her son has 
been negligent in his studies, she strikes her son "across 
the face with the force and brutality of a machine" (p. 59). 
Green chooses the comparison with the machine to point to 
the more inhuman aspect of the woman*s action. The slap 
would have been enough to expose something of her darkness, 
but Green allows a more penetrating look into her character: 
"she seemed not to hear his cries and gazed at the cheek from 
which the red mark made by her hand was slowly fading. Some­
thing strange had crept into the woman's black eyes, an ex­
pression of greedy pleasure which transfigured her handsome
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face and momentarily brought back its youth. At that moment 
her mind was completely taken up with the fact that nothing 
existed for her except the mark made by her hand" (p. 59). 
Gudret witnesses this scene, and "he was no more capable of 
openly defying her than he would have dared to deprive a 
wild animal of its prey" (p. 60). We later learn to what ex­
tent the darkness of sadism has conquered this woman. Always 
in control of her natural impulses which consistently tend 
toward violence, she can "easily retain the poison that had 
been acting upon her" (p. 213). This poison hardens her 
heart to the sufferings of others almost to the darkest 
depths of criminality: "her conscience was perhaps more
hardened than that of the most horrible criminal" (p. 213) . 
Her criminality is nowhere so apparent as in her treatment 
of her son: "When she beat her son, she enjoyed the tears
that she saw trembling in his eyes and hoped that some fresh 
blunder would give her an opportunity for fresh punishment.
. . . Each time the child fell ill she nursed it carefully, 
but she was obsessed by a terrible joy; she did not know 
what she hoped for on these occasions" (pp. 213-14).
Green makes a very definite connection between the 
darkness of Madame Grosgeorge and that of Gudret. She can 
understand how Gudret has had difficulty controlling his 
life, for "he was combating the same sort of difficulties 
that used to worry her" (p. 215). Ultimately, we see a def­
inite identification taking place in the mind of Madame Gros­
george concerning Gudret. He becomes for her, as we have
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noted before, "the symbol of her own misery" (p. 216). She 
even feels some guilt, which she cannot explain, after he has 
committed his crimes. We are prepared, at the end of the 
novel, for the confession she finally makes to herself that 
she is sexually interested in Gudret. When he tells her that 
he returned to the village solely to see Angele, she is com­
pletely shocked by the knowledge, and, in her most consciously 
sadistic action, betrays him to the police. With the charac­
teristic self-destructiveness that goes hand-in-hand with 
sadistic tendencies, Madame Grosgeorge attempts suicide at 
the end of the novel. But she is unsuccessful, and we see 
her begging Gueret to "Finish me off. I don't want to live 
any more" (p. 369). Madame Grosgeorge is condemned, however, 
to continue her miserable existence in the world.
We see, then, that for Green the lives of the charac­
ters become the central image of the journey, a typical as­
pect of the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night of the Soul. 
Their lives are actually dark journeys leading toward the 
final illumination of death. During these journeys, much of 
the characters' attention is devoted to trying to understand 
what is happening to them. They probe into the depths of 
their own psyches, and through this probing introspection 
each is gradually made aware of the darkness which is a real 
part of his self, and each is forced to come to terms with 
that awareness. For the most part, these psychic probings 
occur during moments of solitude which the night usually af­
fords to man. Darkness of night becomes a metaphor for this
126
probing introspection which is necessary in order to become
knowledgeable about the darkness of the self. As he writes
in his Journal,
Night, night, I have always felt that night was fa­
vorable to me. For me, it indicates the vanishing of 
the world of appearances, the world lit up by the sun 
with its colors and its constant sound of words; in 
the material field of life it accomplishes what we 
should be able to accomplish in the spiritual field, 
and what it offers our eyes of flesh irresistibly at­
tracts the inner eye. Before such a sight, all that 
has to do with our everyday life becomes insignifi­
cant. Our individual fate and the fate of nations 
are reduced to their true proportions, that is, to 
nothing. (p. 86)
From this passage, it is easy to see that in order for intro­
spection to be effective, it must be accomplished by concen­
trating on the interior workings of the mind and not on the ex­
ternal sensory perceptions which are, to Green, often a mere 
cluttering of the mental faculties. Introspection, consequent­
ly, becomes as night, where the world of appearances loses its 
meaning; and a new world— often fantastic, hallucinatory, and 
surreal— becomes totally meaningful. Thus Green has actually 
used the typical night motif of the Dark Night archetype in 
two ways: first, the darkness in which the Journey of life is
made is as night; and second, the interior workings of the 
mind are as obscure as the darkness of night. Both aspects of 
the Dark Night become effectively united in Green's view.
For the major characters in The Dark Journey, the 
initial motivation for the beginning of these introspective 
moments is usually boredom, ennui, the inertia they have come 
to recognize in their day-to-day existence. They scorn the 
world of objective reality. Each is discontent with the mun-
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dane activities he must perform every day; so each devises 
some sort of distraction to try to alleviate the heavy weight 
of boredom. Gudret chooses to think of Angele, and the com­
pleteness of his ennui becomes clear:
He had only been settled in the neighborhood a month, 
and he was already bored with everything there. In 
these new surroundings he had thought to forget his 
boredom, at any rate for a short time; and yet a few 
days had been enough for him to become his old self 
again. And he put his hand on the hand-rail where he 
had seen Angesle put hers. What a depressing fate, 
what a cruel jest to be made to suffer for a creature 
whom he would one day forget as he had forgotten so 
many others, and to have to leave that creature to 
carry his desires elsewhereI He tried to recall her 
individual features; that very evening he had examined 
them with a certain ardent curiosity, as though to 
compensate for the bashfulness of his hands and of his 
lips . . . but there was no life in the portrait which 
he traced from memory . . . and it was by these freaks 
of memory, by this game in which her face appeared and 
disappeared by turns, that, from life-long habit of 
mind, he judged of the profundity of his desire. (pp- 
42-43)
It should be noted, perhaps, that this kind of passage is 
probably most characteristic of Green's narrative technique. 
He constantly writes from the point of view of the particu­
lar character who is completely engrossed in his own problems 
and who is usually in the middle of pondering the reasons 
concerning why such and such has happened to him. Throughout 
the novel we are reminded of Gudret's terrible bout with 
ennui. While tutoring the Grosgeorge*s son, Gudret feels 
that he has known this garish room all his life, "for certain 
hours of boredom seem to last a lifetime" (p. 50). In order 
to alleviate this painful boredom, he seeks for something new 
in the details of the room. Gradually, the boredom grows so 
intense that he can no longer distinguish his student's, voice
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which "grew blurred and distant as in a dream" (p. 50).
The technique of introspection that Green records in 
such a moment is the gradual removal of the individual char­
acter's attention from the objective world around him to the 
interior thoughts and feelings which really are the domi­
nating aspects of his personality. It will be noted in these 
passages concerning Gueret that even though he tries to util­
ize sensory perceptions— in trying to remember Angele's fea­
tures and in trying to get involved with the pictures— he is 
too involved with the inner man for these things to be mean­
ingful. He is too wrapped up in his thoughts to be concerned 
with these externals. We learn by constantly being exposed 
to this strange man's thoughts that his real, inner preoccupa­
tions are with anxiety and suffering. Even when he is given 
the opportunity to be with Angele, he cannot count this as a 
moment of pleasure. Instead, he invariably laments the hard­
ships of his fate. She must leave him all too soon to return 
home, and as she goes, "He clawed at his chest as though he 
wanted to tear off his waistcoat and shirt" (p. 69). He is 
overcome by a feeling of "dreadful anxiety" as he recognizes 
"the symptoms of approaching sorrow" (p. 69). Gueret feels 
he should never have dreamed of being "delivered from his 
sufferings, from himself" (p. 69). Deliberately mortifying 
his conscious mind, Gudret continues to mentally flog himself 
for having "so little self-control and common sense. . . . And 
in spite of the tears of mortification that flowed down his 
cheeks, the futility of the whole affair made him laugh" (p.
70). This continual mental laceration is bound to affect 
the mental health of any man. His obsession with the suffer­
ing he is experiencing becomes so dominant that "For whole 
hours he forgot what she looked like" (p. 139). He tries to 
use the memory of his sense perceptions often to recreate 
her appearance in his mind, but he is not successful: "And
he would shut his eyes the better to be able to retain with­
in him this sweet yet terrible vision; she would hover over 
him for a moment, hard and quizzical, and then abruptly ef­
face herself. She had gone again, and it was in vain that 
he called her name, or buried his head in his hands to recon­
struct her image. She had gone completely" (p. 139). The 
repetition of this kind of moment causes him to become, ob­
viously, even more intensely aware of his suffering: "His
whole being was nothing but violence and craving. And over­
come by the weight of his sorrow he fell upon the floor, and 
lay at full length between the bed and the table. Why did he 
not die? How much misery did it take to kill a man, for his 
heart to break?" (pp* 139-40). Often, these introspective 
moments lead him to think that existence in this world is 
completely and totally worthless: "Then such a horror of
his own existence gripped him, such a disgust with himself 
and the world, that he crept back into his room and hid his 
face in his hands. At that moment it seemed to him that in 
some way he reached the very dregs of his misery, and that, 
though he could still suffer, it was impossible for him to 
suffer more. It was as though the knife which was being used
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to torture him suddenly grew blunt in his muscles and his 
bones" (p. 142). Being thus constantly afflicted by such 
thoughts, Gueret eventually finds that he can no longer rec­
ognize the true relationship between himself and the outside 
world. He becomes so preoccupied with his suffering that he 
experiences moments when "he recognized nothing— neither the 
plane trees, nor the stone bench upon which he sat, nor the 
house that awaited him. . . .  In the corners occupied by 
shadow, it was so deep and so black that it seemed to have 
annihilated whatever was behind it. It was as though not a 
single soul had ever tarried in that place, and this silence 
and the immobility of things had never been interrupted"
(pp. 143-44). Such moments are, obviously, very closely re­
lated to the utter purgation of the sense which takes place 
during the Dark Night of the Soul.
For Green, the dominance of internal thoughts of suf­
fering, misery, and anxiety which are the common attributes 
of man, the human condition, completely obliterates the op­
eration and the reliability of the sensory perceptions.
Gueret scales a very high wall, breaks open iron shutters, 
and cuts his hands very badly— all this is as nothing compared 
with the internal compulsion to reach Angele: "it was better
to die than not to reach that window; it was better to smash 
his skull on the pavement and let his miserable life run out 
with his blood" (p. 146). Ultimately, Gudret completely 
loses his human relation with the external world. He becomes 
like an animal and "blinded by rage, he began leaping straight
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up, clinging as best he could to the inhospitable surface 
which only offered handholds too high or too low, clawing at 
the stone and iron with his nails" (p. 147). Gudret has lost 
some of his civilized humanity in this moment, The choice of 
words shows this clearly. From this point until the crime is 
committed, Green no longer concerns himself with deep and pro­
longed studies of Gueret*s introspection. Gudret has become 
an animal, and animals do not undergo extensive introspective 
moments. And since Gueret has become like an animal, he does 
not need to think of his suffering any longer. All he can do 
is rely on instinct— the instinct for self-preservation which 
dictates that he destroy the thing that is trying to destroy 
him.
After the crime, Gudret returns to the same type of 
introspective self-pity which characterized him before. We 
need only refer again to the dark night in the coal-yard to 
illustrate the condition of Gueret*s mind after the crime.
He is, at that time, so involved with the darkness he is com­
ing to understand in his being that he is "uncertain as to 
the exact point at which his dream ended and wakefulness be­
gan" (p. 182). The coal-yard becomes a "fantastic landscape," 
an hallucination, which takes on the aspect of a vision.
This vision is culminated by his seeing his Shadow-self in 
the bucket of water. From then on, Gudret is completely 
aware of the possibilities for darkness within him. Now, he 
must lament the fact of his crime and experience a new anxi­
ety, that of being caught by the authorities. These become
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the two dominant ideas which govern his thoughts until he is 
delivered by Madame Grosgeorge into the hands of the police.
Each of the other major characters in the novel is 
portrayed as undergoing some similar introspective moments 
during which they display much the same type of mental action 
that has been described in dealing with Gudret. Angfele, 
faced with the problem of what to do about Gudret, finally 
comes to the point of "inventing reasons for seeing him 
again" (p. 113). She, too, is a creature suffering from the 
boredom, the ennui of constantly being passed around the 
clientele of the table d'hdte at the Restaurant Londe. In 
one of her introspective moments, which occurs in the village 
church, she thinks that the things of her life "filled her 
with repugnance"— "the life that had been imposed upon her, 
her work at the laundry, her 'outings1 with her aunt's cus­
tomers , and clandestine visits to other gentlemen in the 
town" (p. 113). Angele is only further disillusioned by the 
realization that "her future [would be] a long succession of 
weeks each exactly like the last, only varied by illness and 
misfortune" (p. 114). The possibility of a continued exis­
tence with nothing but boredom to look forward to prompts 
Angele to admit the possibilities of a relationship with 
Gueret. She is "suddenly seized with terror at the thought 
of what life might hold in store for her. Was there no way of 
averting future misery?” (p. 119). And, as is typical in 
moments of such extreme introspection, Angele cannot rely on 
the accuracy of her sense perceptions to give her some hold
133
in the reality of the external world: ’’In that ancient
church full of deep shadows, the sound of a chair being pushed 
back, the step of a passer-by in the street, the most ordi­
nary sounds, took on an abnormal character. The silence deep­
ened and engulfed the high vault of the choir and of the side 
chapels where so many unhappy women had come to sit and sigh 
a little and try to ease their sorrows by telling Heaven of 
them" (pp. 119-20).
For Madame Londe, the moments of introspection are 
primarily moments of cloying self-pity. We have already 
noted how she feels about the operation of fate, its con­
stantly being the cause of her misfortunes. Throughout the 
novel, she tries to alleviate her sense of boredom by feel­
ing sorry for herself. Her pride refuses her the privilege 
of doing this in the presence of someone else; so most of 
the self-pity is achieved through the means of solitary in­
trospection. She views her life continually as "nothing but 
spying on the men who came to her and preventing them from 
going elsewhere" (p. 34). Eventually, she feels her restau­
rant will be closed, her possessions scattered, and she 
"will fade from everyone's memory and . . . just as well 
never have lived at all" (p. 35). It is this type of intro­
spection which dominates the character of Madame Londe. And 
she, too, experiences the obliteration of the senses which is 
typical of the Dark Night of the Soul. When she hears that 
Angele is resigning her profession, she feels such a violent 
fit of sorrow that "she did not know what to do with her
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body" (p. 102). She cannot concentrate on the room in which 
she is "compelled to walk about," and "She had a sudden awful 
vision of a lonely life, with long dreary evenings" (p. 102). 
She seems to see the faces and to hear the voices of the men 
to whom she must say "that Angele was not coming any more.
. . . Her head was spinning" (p. 10 3). Madame Londe, too, 
experiences the loss of contact with the reality of the ob­
jective world; therefore, "She could abandon herself to her 
sorrow, intoxicate herself with her misery" (p. 251).
Finally, Green's study of introspection in the novel 
includes his handling of Madame Grosgeorge. She, too, be­
comes introspective because of the inertia caused by boredom:
Besides, another hour spent at home would drive her 
mad, mad with boredom, impatience, and disgust. The 
idea that a certain order of things which she did not 
accept had assigned to her a place within those 
walls, among that furniture and those knick-knacks, 
filled her with a rage that was all the more violent 
because she realized how vain rebellion was. She 
could not grow used to it or submit to it. After 
years of marriage she was still like an animal that 
cannot resign itself to being caught in a trap and 
thrusts its frenzied nose between the bars of its 
cage as though some day they must part miraculously 
and free it. (pp* 261—62)
Since her external surroundings do nothing to help her 
achieve some kind of peace of mind, she goes into herself 
to try to find something of meaning. What happens there is 
that strange identification with the criminal part of Gudret 
which we have seen earlier. He becomes, for her, the "sym­
bol of her misery"— she, too, understands the darkness of 
sadistic actions:
She was cruel and was quite aware of it, without,
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however, being able to experience the compunction 
which this knowledge of herself might have made an­
other woman feel. There were too many excuses to jus­
tify her in her own sight; her nature, a barren re­
fractory soil on which heaven had never shed the 
blessing of its rain, produced nothing with which 
poison was not in some way mingled. The simplest 
sentiments were warped, every joy was an object of 
suspicion, every affection corrupted at its source. 
Detached from all worldly things, not from any 
asceticism, but because poverty of mind prevented 
her from enjoying them, and yet unable to conceive 
of any form of happiness in which the senses did 
not take part, she wasted her strength and her life 
in mediocrity, and tried to find the peace which re­
fused itself to her by the sacrifice of herself.
(pp. 267-68)
For Madame Grosgeorge there is no need to obliterate the re­
liability of the senses in order to enter the hallucinatory 
world of introspection. She had "sacrificed" her life in 
the world of objective reality long before this. Her "mad 
moments" occur when she fantasizes Gudret on his knees before 
her. As long as she thinks there is a possibility of con­
trolling Gudret, she remains in her normal, barren existence: 
"She did not want to let him go; she liked to think that she 
was mistress of this man's fate, and in a sort of way to play 
the part of destiny. If she wanted him to be free and happy, 
all she had to do was to go to his room with the money; if, 
on the other hand, the fancy took her to see him arrested, 
nothing was simpler than to run to the police station" (p. 
326). And, of course, when she discovers that Gueret1s pur­
pose in returning to the village was to see Angele and not 
to gain her aid, she is struck by the utter futility of her 
existence, an existence characterized by the apathetic inertia 
of boredom and by "the idea that she was a stranger to this 
world" so that "terrestrial matters abruptly lost all im-
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portance for her" (p. 347).
Finally, with the instincts of an injured animal, 
Madame Grosgeorge— now no stranger to darkness— feels that 
"Her mind suddenly became filled with an insane spite against 
everybody, and for the space of several seconds she was ob­
sessed with a desire to hit. . . .  It would avenge her to hurt 
some one in her turn and to create suffering, for the load 
she was bearing was too heavy for her" (pp. 351-52). For this 
sadistic woman, the only way to alleviate the pressures of 
monotonous, introspective suffering is to inflict suffering 
on someone else. Consequently, it is completely expected 
when she sends a note, reading, "Gudret is hiding here. Go 
and inform the police" (p. 352). Green has given us here a 
good description of the detachment from the objective world 
which occurs during the Dark Night of the Soul.
Besides the intense interest in introspection and 
the annihilation of the sense perceptions, Green's record of 
the archetypal pattern includes some consideration for the 
loss of ego which is typical of the experience. Obviously, 
the most glaring instance of the loss of ego is Gueret1s 
gradual regression to the point of atavism. Green deliber­
ately portrays GuSret in animalistic terms, as we have seen, 
particularly during that night when he breaks into Angeled 
room to find it empty. GuSret's mental reactions follow a 
decided course which seems to be typical of animal reactions: 
impatience, fury, terror, affliction of hurt. He is first 
impatient to be with Angfele. When he tries to see her and
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fails, he is furious. Upon seeing the woman shortly there­
after, he vents his fury by hitting her. Seeing her terri­
fied of being killed creates the feeling of terror in him—  
probably he is terrified by the reality of his murderous act. 
This terror makes him hit out all the stronger, and in this 
moment he is like an animal protecting his life against harm. 
Gudret loses all sense of ego in the same moment. The other 
characters also experience similar kinds of ego-loss at vari­
ous times in the novel. AngSle, who was once beautiful 
enough to be widely desired, is so disfigured that in order 
to try to salve her vanity she goes about with a shawl over 
her head. In a very pathetic scene, Angdle tries to get a 
thirteen-year-old child, Fernande, to kiss her. The child 
is so completely shocked by the horror of Angdle's face that 
she can only cry. This reaction of the child completely 
crushes Angfele's ego. She is overwhelmed by her anguish and 
wants to die. But all Angele can do is bury "her head in 
the little girl's lap, and, with her hair spread over the 
schoolgirl pinafore . . . [sob] like a madwoman, and now and 
then she screamed as though in an outburst of horrible 
gayety" (p. 242).
Madame Londe and Madame Grosgeorge also suffer equal­
ly devastating blows to their sense of self. Madame Londe 
is completely thrown back on her sense of her own misery in 
order to try to heal the wounds that the gradual loss of her 
property and, more importantly, of her power over others has ■ 
caused to her ego. And Madame Grosgeorge is completely de-
138
tached from all contact with the world by the humiliation 
she receives from Gudret's admission of love for Angele.
Upon hearing Gueret's cry, "You are not a woman, you are a 
monster," (p. 367), Madame Grosgeorge feels that the only 
thing left for her to do is to kill herself. When she fails 
at that, she is reduced to begging the person she now hates 
most in the world to "Finish me off. I don't want to live 
any more" (p. 369). With those words, she is reduced to a 
state of complete loss of ego. It is primarily because these 
people have involved themselves with the darkness that they 
experience this loss of ego. For Green, the loss of ego 
seems to be a necessary outcome of the character's intro­
spective plunge into the darkness of his psyche. Upon rec­
ognizing the relationship that exists between the individual 
psyche and the grander scheme of unconscious, dark impulses, 
the individual loses his sense of a particularized existence, 
his separate, individuating ego. For some characters, this 
loss of ego is a necessary one in order to achieve some no­
tion of stability, of balanced sanity. But for the charac­
ters of a Green novel, the loss of ego is disastrous.
In fact, the entire experience of the Dark Night of 
the Soul, the very life or human condition of man, ends in­
evitably in nothing but disaster for Green's characters.
They do not achieve any kind of mental stability by recog­
nizing the darkness within themselves; instead, they are com­
pletely destroyed by that recognition. They succumb to the 
knowledge of darkness. Those who live do so amidst outcries
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of misery and suffering. It is only those who die in Green's 
novels who really escape the misery of the human condition, 
for it is only through death that the contradictions of human 
existence— including the darker impulses— are resolved into 
nothingness.
It is only Angele who achieves any semblance of 
peace: "the sound of human words reached her faintly, but
she no longer understood what they meant. Her eyes were al­
ready fixed on the vision which the dead contemplate for all 
eternity" (p. 376). Gudret, Madame Londe, and Madame Gros­
george must continue to live their miserable, bored lives; 
and there is no peace in that. They must continue the dark 
j ourney.
These events clearly dramatize the ethical purpose 
behind them. But Green never allows didacticism to intrude 
in this novel. He implies the ethical framework which sur­
rounds the lives of the characters, rather than take a defi­
nite position by stating it overtly. This implicitness is 
actually a studied concern on the part of Green, for he does 
not want to be labeled in any way. Gorkine explains this 
idea by quoting a passage from Green's Journal:
Ce n'est pas dans les livres qu'il faut chercher 
Dieu— exception faite pour l'evangile qui n'est pas 
"les livres" mais le livre— c'est en nous, car Dieu 
est en nous bien avant d'etre dans les livres, et 
beaucoup plus. . . . Les definitions qu'on donne de 
lui sont souvent des obstacles a la connaissance que 
nous pourrions en avoir; les livres spirituals, si 
riches soient-ils, construisent des systfemes, et 
aucun de ces systemes n'est Dieu, mais ils se sub­
stituent a lui, trop souvent, dans 1*esprit du lec- 
teur. Le sentiment qu'un ignorant peut avoir de
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Dieu est parfois plus elevd que ce qu'en disent les 
professeurs de theologie dans leurs livres. De plus 
en plus je me mefie de ceux.qui ne peuvent parler de 
Dieu sans citer des textes-
This idea of God is tantamount to understanding Green's ethi­
cal viewpoint. Each of us shares a very real part of our be­
ing with God, according to Green; but because of the dual re­
ality of our existence, we are not often personally aware of 
that fact. Too often, as in the case of a Gueret, a Madame 
Londe, a Madame Grosgeorge, man involves himself with only 
the darker impulses which characterize only a part of his be­
ing, especially the psychological impulses manifested in 
physical actions. Such people refuse to look beyond those 
dark impulses— or rather behind them— to see that they are al­
so links to a grander reality. They are the "memories beyond 
memory" which populate the unconscious minds of every man, and 
those memories lead us back to the source of all creation. 
Green implies that instead of dwelling on those memories, man 
too often tries to content himself with the world of his phy­
sical being, man tries to satiate desires which are, by their 
very nature, insatiable. Green points to this belief time and 
again in The Dark Journey by showing that the characters 
undergo moments when things they most desire in the physical 
world are tinged with a heavy edge of disappointment when 
they are achieved. Madame Londe, who loved to manipulate her 
customers' lives, "by a strange freak of her nature, as soon 
as she felt herself to have overcome her quarry, that quarry
17 Gorkine, p. 205.
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ceased for the time being to be at all desirable" (p. 34).
And again, later, Green writes of this woman: "Yet the solu­
tions always disappointed her, doubtless because there was 
no proportion between the eagerness with which she yearned 
to know them, and the pleasure which they gave her" (p. 99). 
This incessant disappointment is what man faces by placing 
his complete attention on his physical nature. By strong im­
plication, Green says that man has to look outward from his 
physical being "vers 1'invisible." He admits that the life 
of man must be filled with suffering and disquiet— this is 
the human condition caused by the contradictions between the 
two parts of being. But, man's life will be ultimately ful­
filled beyond this condition. He uses an idea from Victor 
Hugo to explain his belief:
"Each man in his darkness moves towards his light."
The life of each of us has a direction that escapes 
us. . . . What seems to us today to be muddled, ob­
scure, and confused, will eventually be revealed to 
us in its essential harmony. Each of us, despite 
difficulties, vacillations, failures, moves Jgne tbe 
less, in a stifling darkness, towards peace.
In The Dark Journey, it is Angfele who achieves Green's idea 
of peace, the peace of death. Thus, for Julien Green, man's 
entire life is the recurrent pattern of the Dark Night of 
the Soul. And, for Green, the only liberation that man can 
achieve from that pattern is union with God. One way that 
we can achieve God is to become more aware of Him in our­
selves , through those nysterious mystical moments when we 
catch glimpses of the invisible world (such as Gudret's mo­
1 ft Burne, p. 134.
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ment when he notes the "silent immensity" of the darkened 
sky). The only other way we achieve God is through death. 
Each of us will be like Angele and, through death, gain "the 
vision which the dead contemplate for all eternity." Death 
is the only really permanent escape from the agony and the 
anguish of the human condition.
CHAPTER III— Part 3
Charles Williams' Descent Into Hell
nothing could be worth such distress.
Or nothing, at least, but one thing—  
the coming out of it into tender joy.
— Peter Stanhope in 
Descent' Into He'll
For many years Charles Williams has been regarded as 
a "mystery writer of supernatural thrillers"— a dubious title 
which has obscured appreciation of what his sense of "mystery" 
really involved. Readers who desire to classify him as a 
kind of high-brow detective-story writer belong to that class 
of intellectuals who, in John Heath-Stubbs1 judgment, find 
"a pleasurable shudder of a winter's evening" by witnessing 
"converse between the living and the spirits of the dead . . . 
[stories which] have nothing to do with our rational, day to 
day experience, and hence cannot form the material of serious 
literature."^ These readers are seriously short-sighted in 
their interpretation of Williams' works. His idea of mystery 
was never involved with the discovery of some hidden facts 
through ratiocination. Instead, his sense of nystery involved 
a penetrating and profound faith in the reality of a super­
natural world coexisting and, to use his word, "coinhering"
2with the natural world of familiar experience. As Heath-
^ John Heath-Stubbs, Charles Williams (London,
1955), p. 7.




Stubbs explains, "The supernatural is being taken seriously, 
and is being brought disconcertingly close to our own experi­
ence. Magic is seen, not as something which may provide a 
fanciful escape from a dull reality, but, at least, as the
image of something which is part of the world as we know 
3it." As a close friend of Charles Williams, C. S. Lewis al­
so has recognized the fact that Williams' writings are "lit­
tle understood." He says, "The frank supematuralism and 
the frankly blood-curdling episodes have deceived readers who 
were accustomed to seeing such 'machines' used as toys and
who supposed that what was serious must be naturalistic— or,
4worse still, that what was serious could not be gay."
Any reader who turns to Williams' work for a natural­
istic (in the sense of realistic) view of existence will ob­
viously be disappointed. He is not concerned with imitating 
the exactitudes of human existence; instead, he is more con­
cerned with presenting, as he says in Descent Into Hell, an 
"art, out of the 'mind's abyss,1 [which] makes tolerable, at 
the first word or note or instructed glance, the preluding 
presence of the abyss. It creates in an instant its own 
past. Then its significance mingles with other significances; 
the stillness gives up kindred meanings each in its own orb, 
till by the subtlest graduations they press into altogether 
other significances, and these again into others, and so into
 ̂Heath-Stubbs, pp. 7-8.
4 C. S. Lewis, editor. Essays Presented to Charles 
Williams (London, 1947), p. vii.
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5one contemporaneous nature." This aesthetic statement is 
quite like that made by Conrad, by Green, and by Nietzsche.
For these authors the aesthetic source of the artist comes 
from the darker, unconscious impulses of the mind. The dark­
ness of the "mind's abyss" provides the artist with the 
images, or archetypes, which he in turn associates with "sig­
nificances" of all ages. Most of the significances with 
which Williams is concerned are those which involve proof of 
an actual connection between man and man, man and nature, and 
man and supernature. Mary McDermott Shideler discerns a pat­
tern which she feels permeates all the major artistic achieve­
ments of Williams: "He begins with the world that he sees
and touches and hears about him, and that reverberates with 
suggestions of greater realities lying beyond it. The ro­
mantic moment confirms and strengthens these impressions. It 
convinces him that the entire universe, in all its variety 
and contradictions, is completely coherent, a system of inter-
gdependent entities which he calls the Co-inherence." The 
principle of coinherence involves not only those entities who 
inhabit the present world, but also those who have passed be­
yond. Thus, Williams employs "the natural powers of bodies, 
minds, and machines— all the physical, social, and psychologi­
cal energies that are available in nature and can be used for
5 Charles Williams, Descent Into Hell (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, 1949), p. 180. All further references to the 
novel are from this text.
g Mary McDermott Shideler, The Theology of Romantic 
Love: ' A Study in the Writings of Charles1 Williams (Grand 
Rapids, Michxgan, 1962), p. 105.
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good or evil; and the divine and demonic powers of superna- 
7ture." The interaction of all those entities is what Wil­
liams means by coinherence. Shideler explains more fully 
the source and effects of coinherence:
[Williams] believed the source of its existence 
and continuation to be God, its basic principle of 
activity to be exchange, and its fruits to be joy and 
love. Co-inherence is a Christian doctrine, but it 
belongs also to paganism and is much more than a doc­
trine; it is natural fact, universally exhibited, al­
though not universally recognized, valued, or en­
joyed. We may or may not live for others, but 
whether we like it or not, we do live from others.
It is an ultimate prerequisite for any life at all. 
Self-sufficiency, the absence of co-inherent exchange, 
is an outright impossibility for any sort of life 
known to man. All societies operate by means of ex­
change; thought develops from it; eatinggand breath­
ing exhibit it; procreation requires it.
The principle of coinherence is, apparently, quite similar
to Jung's belief in the collective unconscious. Both ideas
inqply the continuation of the past in the present.
It is not over-emphasizing the fundamental basis of 
the principle of coinherence to explain that the world of 
supernature is just as relevant to its operation as the nat­
ural world in which we live. As Shideler sees it, "Williams 
is not predicating two separate but overlapping worlds, but 
a single world, a universe, in which things that we know by
our senses and reason are continuously interacting with
9things that we know by other ways." Although Williams, him-
n Mary McDermott Shideler,' Charles Williams (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, 1962), p. 11.
® Shideler, Theology, pp. 47-48. 
g Shideler, Williams, p. 11.
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self, never uses the term "archetype," the reference to the 
"things" that interact in the coinherence is closely analo­
gous to the Jungian idea. Just as Jung believed in an in­
herent body of knowledge which transcended the barriers of 
time and place, so the coinherence represents the universal 
phenomenon which includes all experiences of all times and at 
all places. It is the totality of all the experiences of the 
material world as well as all the kinds of spiritual experi­
ences which are possible for man alive or dead. And just as 
Jung believes in the operation of archetypal images rising 
from the collective unconscious into the conscious mind, so 
Williams feels that coinherence involves the possibility of 
knowledge of images, personages, or ideas not only from within 
the self, but also from the connections the self inherently 
possesses with all the "otherness." For Williams, archetypal 
images are proof of the exchange possible in the principle of 
coinherence.
Williams' interest in archetypal images takes a very 
concrete form in many of his works. In The Greater Trumps, 
Williams chooses to use the Tarot cards as "archetypal images, 
which various events and characters in the book are seen as 
embodying.11 ̂  One of the characters. Aunt Sibyl, clearly 
functions in nearly all of the attributes of the High Priestess 
of the Tarot. William Lindsay Gresham remarks in his intro­
duction to the novel, that "In the conscious use of primordial 
images— the archetypes of thought— one modern novelist stands
10 Heath-Stubbs, p. 30.
out as adept and grand master: Charles Williams."1"*' And in
The Place of the Li on, he "also deals with the theme of arche- 
12typal images." Indeed, here Williams discloses the dangers 
of approaching archetypal patterns in a purely objective, in­
tellectual manner. One of the characters of this novel is 
Daraaris Tighe who is making an academic study of Platonic 
archetypal thought. Because she does not rely on her intui­
tive response to the nature of the archetypes, she is cursed 
with seeing the eagle of intellectual perfection as a ptero­
dactyl. Williams consistently insists that archetypal images 
are actual powerful media of exchange between the world of
nature and supernature. As such, they often come to man as
13"living forces of the imagination." He viewed the experi­
ence with archetypal images as a realistic means of inter­
change and interaction between all the levels of existence 
which he believed formulated the total scheme of the universal 
plan.
An important part of that scheme for Williams was the 
nature of darkness. He had had some personal encounters with 
darkness which enabled him to come to terms with its meaning. 
A. M. Hadfield informs us that he became aware of the nature 
of darkness at an early age. Throughout Williams' early 
years his father was slowly losing sight in both eyes; his 
mother was forced to take on odd jobs to support the family;
11 Charles Williams, The Greater Trumps with an In­
troduction by William Lindsay Gresham (New York, 1962), p. i.
■**̂ Heath-Stubbs, p. 30. ^  Ibid.
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and Williams, as a boy, "did not close his mind to that agony,
but let the bitterness and its inescapability penetrate every
14region of his thought." In later years, he went to work 
for Amen House of Oxford University Press in London. Had- 
field describes his early encounters there as being involved 
with "a sense of struggle, of obscurity and impotence in the 
world of London, of the vastness of literature and the sheer 
amount that had to be read if he was to know what he wanted 
to know and grasp what he was feeling for, and of the narrow­
ness and helplessness of the home to which he was bound to re­
turn each night, his mother's practical absorptions and his
15father's chafing at his blindness." Hadfield suggests 
that perhaps Williams reached the depths of this darkness 
sometimes around the beginning of World War I. He had been 
denied entry into the armed forces for physical reasons, and 
the distress that this caused him may have been responsible 
for a realization of the principle of coinherence. Hadfield 
indicates that Williams regretted not being able to partici­
pate in the "risks and sacrifice of his friends"; that is, he 
felt he was an "unfit civilian benefiting from the pains of 
his friends." It was because of such "self-lacerating” 
thoughts that Williams devised the idea that "his life was 
involved in the lives of all other people and not only the 
people he had chosen to love and live with." As Hadfield
Alice Mary Hadfield, An Introduction to Charles 
Williams (London, 1959), p. 25.
15 Ibid., p. 28.
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continues to explain it, "This is the beginning of coinher-
16ence, the main concept of all his thought." Through this 
actual experience of the Dark Night of the Soul, through 
this knowledge of the darkness which he had achieved, Williams 
was able to understand the reasons for the existence of all 
the methods of darkness in the lives of human beings. From 
this understanding, he saw that instead of being feared and 
dreaded, the things of darkness could be transformed into an 
actual means of achieving the ultimate reason for existence, 
the union of the self in the coinherence, with the glory of 
God. Shideler says he tries to explain this position on the 
facts of darkness in He; Came Down from Heaven;
There is no split second of the unutterable hor­
ror and misery of the world that He did not foresee 
(to use the uselessness of that language) when He 
created; no torment of children, no obstinacy of so­
cial wickedness, no starvation of the innocent, no 
prolonged and deliberate cruelty, which He did not 
know. It is impossible for the mind of man to con­
template an infinitesimal fraction of the persistent 
cruelty of mankind, and beyond mankind of animals, 
through innumerable years, and yet remain sane. . . .
The Omnipotence contemplated that pain and created; 
that is , He brought its possibility— and its actual­
ity— into existence. Without him it could not have 
been; and calling it his permission instead of his 
will may be intellectually accurate, but does not 
seem to get over the fact that if the First Cause 
has power, intelligence, and will to cause a uni­
verse to exist, then he is the First Cause of it. The 
First Cause cannot escape being the First Cause. . . .
The pious have been— as they always are— too anxious 
to excuse him; the prophet was wiser: "I form the
light and create darkness: I make peace-and create
evil: I the Lord do all these things."
In Williams' view, then, darkness is just as concrete a re­
ality as good, and man has just as much free will to indulge
^kid., pp. 54—55. ^  Shideler, Theology, p. 52.
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in the one as the other. Williams " [does] not offer anyone
relief from pain or weight of mind or life. He [does] offer
18ideas which could make some meaning out of them." And, for 
Williams, the chief way for man to make meaning out of his 
darkness is to realize his existence— even through darkness—  
in the coinherence.
Williams, like Saint John of the Cross, believes that 
the life of Christ is the most significant archetypal pattern 
in the life of man. Christ provides man with a viable means 
of achieving coinherence, the means of substitution and ex­
change. And Christ in his incarnation did this through the 
darkness of suffering and death. Hadfield, who knew Williams 
personally and who got many of his ideas at first hand, re­
cords the way Williams felt about Christ;
The means by which we can enter into this coin­
herence is by substitution and exchange. Christ, 
the Second Person of the Coinhering Trinity, substi­
tuted Himself for man, and took on Himself our de­
terioration, our grief, our inability, evil and 
death, and exchanged for it His creative power, his 
joy, fullness, love, and life. The exchange is ef­
fected by His living our life in us, if we will, 
substituted for us, and we coinhering in His life, 
wholly ourselves yet wholly exchanged with Him. Our 
life is t^gbe exchanged, here and now, with the life 
of glory.
By imitating the archetypal patterns of substitution and ex­
change as exhibited for him by the life of Christ, man can 
learn to cope with his own darkness and to share the burden 
of that darkness with someone or something else. And through 
this kind of exchange, man participates in the coinherence.
18 Hadfield, p. 118. 19 Ibid., p. 137.
152
This method of living becomes the ultimate lesson that Wil­
liams teaches in his writings, particularly in Descent Into 
Hell. But there is another method of living which can occur 
in this world. This method is the "refusal of coinherence,
of redemption by another, the insistence of life lived from
20and for one's self alone." And this method of existence 
finds its archetypal pattern in "Its own Great Original, 
Lucifer, once that Prince of Light who refused to admit that 
he existed from God and desired to exist only from himself.
The myth says that he has his desire and exists forever sepa­
rated from God, and feeds his torment on each man in whom he
21darkens the light he put out in himself." The way of Luci­
fer is the literal "descent into hell," and it involves the 
complete withdrawal of the self into the interior and darker 
regions of the self.
Both these archetypal ways— of Christ and of Lucifer—  
form the bases of Williams' Descent Into He'll. And for those 
in the novel who follow either of the ways, there are experi­
ences which indicate the recurrent archetypal pattern of the 
Dark Night of the Soul. The novel, according to Hadfield, 
was "written from the deep place where [Williams1] spirit 
was. . . .  The result is a book which carries the reader into 
its own dream, further and further below the level of con­
scious patterns of thought and behaviour. . . .  It is the life
22of a consciousness below the level of reasoning and thought." 
This view of the novel is indicative of the intuitive response
20 Ibid., p. 177. 21 Ibid. 22 Ibid., pp. 134-35.
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of a sensitive reader to archetypal images. But this partic­
ular description is vague and somewhat misleading. The novel 
does have elements of "dream," actions "below [or above] the 
level of consciousness"; but those darker regions are ex­
plored for a particular purpose. That purpose was not merely 
to show the patterns of unconscious thinking; instead, it was 
to insist that even in the darker regions of the mind inter­
change can still take place among all the diverse aspects of 
human existence.
On the surface level of the novel— if one can refer 
to such a thing in Williams' work— there is a relatively 
simple story concerning the lives of several people who in­
habit Battle Hill, a suburb of London. These people are 
brought into relation with one another because of the pro­
duction of a poetic drama, a pastoral, by the famous author 
Peter Stanhope. Pauline Anstruther plays a part in the drama. 
Her grandmother, Margaret Anstruther, is peripherally in­
volved with the play through her intense interest in Stan­
hope's poetry. And Lawrence Wentworth, a famous historian, 
is asked to act as a technical advisor for the play. These 
are the main characters of the story who exist in the natural 
world of flesh and blood. But there is another side to Bat­
tle Hill, its spiritual side; and two appropriate characters 
inhabit it. One is the nameless suicide and the other is the 
martyred ancestor of the Anstruthers. There are other char­
acters in the novel, but their roles are not so important as 
the ones mentioned.
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The action of the novel is centered around the vari­
ous means by which the characters are brought into proximity 
with one another in order to undergo the principles of sub­
stitution and/or exchange and thereby find salvation through 
coinherence or damnation through incoherence. Through their 
various experiences with these principles, these characters 
undergo— at some time or another— the trials and sufferings 
and confusions of the Dark Night of the Soul. Three of the 
major characters— Pauline and Margaret Anstruther and the 
suicide— share the common necessity of traveling the journey 
into some aspects of themselves in order to gain salvation.
And Lawrence Wentworth undergoes the journey into the darkness 
of the self to find his damnation there. Peter Stanhope is 
presented as a kind of poet-priest whose personal conviction 
of the existence of the coinherence aids Pauline, Margaret, 
the suicide, and the martyred ancestor to achieve salvation. 
The only other character worth mentioning in this study is 
Lily Sammile, who represents for Williams "an old legend that 
before Eve's creation, Adam saw his reflection in a pool of 
Euphrates and worshipped himself. Therefore Lilith came to
deceive him with himself . . . draw him to adoration of 
2 3himself." Lilith, for Williams, is all that is illusion 
and self-deception in the natural world— all that is dust.
With these facts about the novel in mind, we can 
study the means by which these characters become involved 
with the darkness of themselves, with the consequent experi­
23 Shideler, Theology, p. 129.
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ences of the Dark Night of the Soul they undergor and with 
the ultimate achievements of the glory of salvation or the 
degradation of damnation. I purposefully use the word 
"achievements" to apply to Williams' sense of salvation and 
damnation, because, for him, man achieves either one or the 
other by choice. That is, man wills, completely on his own, 
his salvation or damnation— man chooses either coinherence or 
incoherence.
Perhaps the best way to begin an explication of the 
archetypal darkness which is important to Descent Into Hell 
is to discuss the "particular" setting of the novel. The 
setting consists of a multi-level location both in time and 
space. Williams often discusses the past occurrences and in­
habitants of Battle Hill, and we begin to suspect a strange­
ness lurking about this place very early in the novel. We 
are told that the place is "a suburb of the City, as in another 
sense it would always be" (p. 10). Its location near London 
has already been established by this time. One meaning, 
then, is that Battle Hill is a suburb of London. But on the 
level of "in another sense," the Hill is a suburb of the City, 
Zion or the City of God.
Battle Hill's first association with darkness is its 
very obvious comparison with Golgotha, the place of skulls—  
Lily Sammile "in one of her shapes went hurrying about the 
Hill of skulls" (p. 89). Battle Hill-Golgotha is the place 
of death, and it is death to which Williams refers when he 
says the "business of the Hill progressed" (p. 77).
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Williams explains that the past history of the Hill 
is one involved with the deaths of battle. Lawrence Went­
worth, the historian, has made a life-long study of the Hill.- 
His study has been to fixate the strategies used in those 
battles with "neat diagrams into which he abstracted and geo- 
metricized them" (p. 24) . But because Williams is intent on 
presenting the humanity, not the strategy, of those battles, 
he says, "The black lines and squares1 [drawn by Wentworth] 
had swayed and shifted and been broken; the crimson curves, 
which had lain bloody under the moon, had been a mass of 
continuous tiny movement, a mass noisy with moans and 
screams" (p. 24). For Wentworth, "The Hill's chronicle of an­
guish had been due, in temporalities, to its strategic situa­
tion in regard to London, but a dreamer might have had night­
mares of a magnetic attraction habitually there deflecting 
the life of man into death" (p. 24). Williams is the kind 
of dreamer who is able to recognize in the long history of 
the men who lived on or came to the hill, the pilgrimage they 
were making toward death. And this is at least one of the; 
types of journeys into darkness with which Williams will deal 
in the novel, particularly in the accounts of the suicide and 
Margaret Anstruther. Along the pathway toward the darkness 
of death, in this place of skulls, they reach an intermediary 
ground between life and death, where, if they are deserving, 
they can catch glimpses of the City. This is the archetypal 
meaning Williams attributes to the Hill. He indicates that 
this meaning has always been part of the Hill:
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Prehistoric legends, repeated in early chronicles, 
told of massacres by revolting Britons and roaming 
Saxons, mornings and evenings of hardly-human sport.
Later, when permanent civilization arose, a medieval 
fortalice had been built, and a score of civil feuds 
and pretended loyalties had worn themselves out 
around it under kings who, though they were called 
Stephen or John, were as remote as Shalmanezer or 
Jeroboam. The Roses had twined there, their roots 
living on the blood shed by their thorns. . . . The 
Manor House that followed had been raised in the 
midst of another order. A new kind of human civil­
ity entered; as a consequence of which, this Hill of 
skulls seemed to become either weary or fastidious.
But if the past still lives in its own present 
beside our present, then the momentary later inhabi­
tants were surrounded by a greater universe. From 
other periods of its time other creatures could crawl 
out of death, and invisibly contemplate the houses 
and people of the rise. The amphibia of the past dwelt 
about, and sometimes crawled out on, the slope of this 
world, awaiting the hour when they should either re­
tire to their own mists or more fully invade the 
place of the living. (pp* 25-26)
Those characters in the novel who are less skeptical of the 
reality of spiritual existence are quick to recognize the 
dark nature of the Hill, and these characters are quite aware 
of and unafraid of that darkness. Margaret Anstruther, when 
talking to Pauline "in an undertone of ambiguity," tells her,
"There are all sorts of places to live on this hill" {p. 57).
But some of those places are as darkness to the live inhabi­
tants, because they are places of death.
Battle Hill never becomes overtly significant in the
action of the novel until the night has fallen; hence, Wil­
liams suggests another meaning of the darkness. At night, 
many of the characters become aware of the "patter, patter" 
of the feet of the suicide as he runs about the Hill search­
ing his way to the City. During the nights, Pauline Anstruther’s 
fear is most pronounced, and she feels "as if the Hill was for­
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tunate and favourable to apparitions beyond men; a haunt of 
alien life" (p. 21). Margaret Anstruther, as she lay on the 
night before her death, felt that death
Here, more than in most places, . . . should be 
easy. Here there had, through the centuries, been a 
compression and culmination of death as if the cur­
rents of mortality had been drawn hither from long 
distances to some whirlpool of invisible depth. The 
distances might be very long indeed; from all places 
of predestined sepulchre, scattered through the earth.
In those places the movement of human life had closed—  
of human life or human death, of the death in life 
which was an element in life, and of those places the 
Hill on which she lived was one. An energy reposed 
in it, strong to effect all its people; an energy of 
separation and an energy of knowledge. (p. 67)
The "energy of knowledge" is the knowledge of death and life 
in death which the Hill contains. Darkness and night are 
important symbols in the two central chapters of the novel, 
"Junction of Travelers" and "The Tryst of the Worlds." The 
action of these chapters occurs on this place of skulls at 
night, and the names Williams chose to give the chapters are 
symbolical of the interaction and exchange that take place 
between the live inhabitants of Battle Hill of the natural 
world and the dead inhabitants of the Battle Hill of the 
spiritual world. Williams is intent on these encounters 
taking place at night and at this spot primarily because he 
shows it to be somewhere— with infinity on every side— be­
tween the City and Gomorrah. The nature of Gomorrah will be 
part of the discussion of Williams' view of damnation.
The City, for Williams, represents the ultimate lev­
el, on the spiritual plane, of human interaction and ex­
change. On Earth, the pattern of the City is identified
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wherever man exists in social relationship. Heath-Stubbs 
helps to explain Williams' views of the City: "Every mani­
festation of a just political order on earth is therefore in
24some degree an image of the divine order of Heaven." Thus, 
for those men who choose or have chosen salvation, the zenith 
of all coinherence is achieved in the spiritual City of God, 
Zion. For Williams London, a secondary meaning for "city" 
in the novel, is a symbol that contains all the potentialities 
for coinherence. Indeed, all populated places are created in 
the image of the City. Hadfield shows us what Williams means 
by these beliefs:
The acknowledgment of dependence upon another 
person, in great things as in the process of concep­
tion and birth, and in little as in having one's 
meal cooked, or buying a book in a shop, and the 
motion of acceptance of that link of dependence, and 
if possible of goodwill towards it, was what he 
called the City. It exists everywhere, however dull 
our perception of it. It is, usually, with us an 
elementary and fumbling conception. But outlined 
throughout that elementary City, C. W. saw the other 
City.
The importance of the symbolic City in Williams' recurrent
use of the idea is a topic for some of his critical essays:
"The Image of the City in English Verse" and "The Redeemed 
26City." This interest is manifested in Descent Into' Hell, 
as we will see, primarily through the" account of the suicide. 
The most important point that Williams confirms about the 
City is that some men must involve themselves with the dark­
ness of Battle Hill before they are allowed to glimpse the
^  Heath-Stubbs, p. 23. ^  Hadfield, p. 142.
^  Heath-Stubbs, pp. 42-43.
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City's glory. They must, as it were, experience the dark­
ness of death in order to attain to the full coinherence, the 
full union with the "otherness." And the experience of death 
is a major portion of the archetypal experience of the Dark 
Night of the Soul. In addition, Williams sees the other part 
of the experience of the Dark Night as involving the choice 
man must make between salvation or damnation.
Since most of the characters in the novel are live 
inhabitants of Battle Hill, Williams shows them as undergoing 
the "journey towards corporeal death" (p. 75), which is the 
very nature of life. This journey often involves at various 
times contact with dark experiences, either the dark experi­
ences within the characters themselves or the dark experiences 
of death. The idea of encounter with the darkness is prob­
ably the most important aspect of the archetypal pattern of 
the Dark Night. It involves, for Williams, the necessity to 
gain a true knowledge of the self in order to gain a more 
complete knowledge of how the self can fit into the coinher­
ence: "for the achievement of man's unity the body of his
knowledge is to be raised" (p.. 31). So that he can portray 
the acquisition of that knowledge, Williams often chooses to 
present his characters as experiencing extended moments of 
introspection during which they are given the opportunity to 
gain the necessary knowledge. Not all men find it necessary 
to undergo the intense search within the self for the dark­
ness. Some, like Peter Stanhope and Margaret Anstruther, 
have already discovered and transcended the darkness because
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their minds have been amenable to the acceptance of the co­
inherence. But others, because the intensity or the extent 
of their knowledge is not so great, must probe into the cor­
ners of the darkness within themselves. The suicide, Pauline 
Anstruther, and Lawrence Wentworth belong to this class.
Through a detailed explication of the suicide's ex­
periences , we can gain a deep insight into the manner in 
which Williams employs the archetypal pattern of the Dark 
Night of the Soul. This study will also provide us with a 
penetrating view of Williams* beliefs in the possibilities 
of salvation. The suicide is introduced to the reader in the 
second chapter of the novel, “Via Mortis." He is the victim 
of "an incident which renewed the habit of the Hill" (p. 26). 
During his life, this man had not been very bright or very 
skilled. He worked as an assistant for the carpenters who 
were building what later became Lawrence Wentworth's home; the 
loss of this occupation was one of the motives behind his 
suicide. The other motives were his poverty and his wife—  
"His life seemed to him an endless gutter down which ran an 
endless voice" (p. 26). For such as he, the operation of 
the Hill works "as if that magnetism of death was quick to 
touch first the more unfortunate of mortals" (p. 26). He ex­
perienced, therefore, the darkness of death in its initial 
stages rather quickly; he hanged himself on one of the scaf­
folds used in building the house. It is the nature of man 
to hold on to his life, primarily because of the instinct of 
self-preservation and because of ego. The act of self­
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destruction, therefore, was not accomplished without some 
hesitation. For this man whose knowledge "of the comfort of 
the world meant only more pain" (p. 31), there existed a 
strong sense of self-preservation immediately before his 
death. His ego calls out to stop the action of death:
Something that was he dragged at him, and as he 
crawled to the edge dragged more frantically at some­
thing still in him. He had supposed he had wanted 
to die, and only at the last even he discovered that 
he wanted also not to die. Unreasonably and im­
placably, he wanted not to die. But also he wanted 
not to live, and the two rejections blurred his 
brain and shook his body. He half struggled to his 
feet in his agony; he twisted round and hung half 
over, his back to the abyss; he clutched at the rope, 
meaning to hold it and release it as he fell, to 
such an extreme of indecision pretending decision 
did his distress drive him, and then as the circling 
movement of his body ended, twining the rope once 
round his neck, he swayed and yelped and knew that 
he was lost, and fell. (p. 31)
The "distress" and "agony" which he experienced at the time
of his death recall the annihilation of the ego which is an
inportant element in the archetypal expression of the Dark
Night.
As if coming out of a dream, the suicide discovered 
that he was standing on the ground. At first he thought he 
had failed and hurriedly climbed back up the scaffold to re­
enact his desire. But he found no rope there: "He did not
yet know that it was because he was already dead'* (p. 33). 
Part of the darkness of the Dark Night involves a purgation 
of the senses. Here, and later during his wandering, the 
suicide relies on his "earthly" sense perceptions to try to 
come to terms with what is happening to him. Because the 
natural sensory perceptions are useless in the darkness of
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death, that darkness can only be perceived when the "body of 
man's knowledge has been raised.1 And, at this particular 
moment for the suicide, he is completely ignorant of what is 
going on.
In addition, Williams does not portray a glorious 
apotheosis for this man. He indicates that the suicide cannot 
enter the Heavenly City immediately after his death. This 
would have been an impossibility, for the suicide did not yet 
have the necessary knowledge to accomplish this act. While 
he was alive, the suicide's life was incomplete in the knowl­
edge of the true meaning of his existence? in order to attain 
the City, his knowledge must be gained in his secondary, 
death-existence. To portray this lack of knowledge, Williams 
uses a masterful stroke of symbolic writing. He describes 
the suicide's journey to the place of his death: "He went
up as if he mounted on the bones of his body built so careful­
ly for this; he clambered through his skeleton to the place 
of his skull, and receded, as if almost in a corporeal in- 
gression, to the place of propinquerit death. He went up his 
skeleton, past the skeleton frames of the ground floor, of 
the first floor. At the second the poles of the scaffold 
stretched upward into the sky. The roof was not on, nor his 
life built up" (p. 29). The suicide's life, like the house, 
is incomplete. He has not gained the knowledge of self and 
of the possibility of union on Earth. He must gain it in 
death if he is to achieve salvation. Williams explains this 
necessity: "No dichotomy of flesh and spirit distressed or
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delighted him, nor did he know anything of the denial of 
that dichotomy by the creed of Christendom. The unity of 
that creed has proclaimed, against experience, against in­
telligence, that for the achievement of man's unity the body 
of his knowledge is to be raised; no other fairer stuff, no 
alien matter, but this— to be impregnated with holiness and 
transmuted by lovely passion perhaps, but still this" (p. 31).
Part of the body of knowledge that the suicide must 
learn is the knowledge of darkness. He finds, after his 
death, that "a vast dead silence about him and within him"
(p. 33) completely engulfs his new existence. He begins to 
wander around the Hill, and slowly he discovers what the 
darkness of death means. The description of that discovery 
is quite close to many of the expressions of the inertia, the 
sensory confusion, and the response to utter darkness typi­
cal of the Dark Night:
his body, or what seemed to him to be his body, his
whole con's-cicusness-̂  aod..js&app-s~-that.— — - --
seemed not to be he, slowly conforming itself to its 
intelligence of this other world. The silence of 
the dead was about him, the light of the dead was 
over him. . . .  He felt, through all his new world, 
the absence of men, the mere absence therefore of 
evil. The world which was to be represented, there, 
by the grand culture of Battle Hill, could offer him, 
after his whole life, no better thing than that it 
should keep away. Justice, so far, rescued him; 
what more there was had not yet begun to work. He 
wandered away over the Hill. (p. 34)
The suicide, from this moment, haunts the archetypal place
of skulls until he gains the knowledge necessary for him to
enter the City. His presence is felt by almost everyone who
is a live inhabitant of the Hill in the form of the "patter,
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patter" of his feet as he wanders, seeking his knowledge.
The beginning of his salvation occurs in "Junction 
of Travellers." The strangeness of death, which has been as 
a Dark Night to his senses, has somewhat dissipated by the 
time of this junction: "He did not know or care if he were
in the body or out of the body. For the first time he needed 
nothing, and nothing distressed him. . . .  It was an odd 
place he was in, but he did not grow tired of it any more 
than of walking through it. . . . Time had no measurement 
except by the slow growth of his interior quiet" (p. 113).
He has not yet achieved complete contentment because he has 
not yet achieved complete knowledge. His mind wanders into 
the introspection of the dead on occasion, sometimes feeling 
the darkness of vengeance: "he felt a little more strongly
that he would enjoy his freedom more if he saw his enemies 
defeated" (p. 114). But this kind of introspection is dis­
turbed by a liqht that "was spreadinq steadilv. down, -from• 
somewhere away in the height" (p. 114) .
The strangeness of this light astonishes him, for it 
had "No moon, no sun, no cause of illumination" (p. 114). 
Because he views the light from the sensory experiences of 
Earth and because he clings to the illusions of the knowledge 
of Earth, "He wished to escape the light. It was desirable 
that he should still be left alone. He did not trust the 
light to let him alone. It was desirable that he should be 
free to make pictures for himself and to tell himself tales" 
(p. 115). Illusion-making is no longer possible for his
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senses, for it has become time for him to be "startled into 
knowledge" (p. 116). Shortly after his experience with the 
light, he catches a glimpse of “a f l a s h " a  gleam," "the re­
flection of light upon glass— of what he would, in lost days, 
have called the sun upon a window" (p. 116). The window is 
in Margaret Anstruther's death-chamber. The suicide's im­
mediate reaction, because of ignorance, is to run, but not 
before he is allowed a very brief glimpse of the City: "A
rich, golden splendour, beyond all, at the height of all, 
played flashing upon some other glittering surface; it was
not glass there, but ice" (p. 116). For the time being, the
suicide is still caught in the darkness of ignorance, but his 
salvation has actually been assured by this momentary ex­
change experienced with Margaret Anstruther.
It is as though the suicide must be convinced of the 
efficacy of salvation. To do this, Williams has him re­
experience some of the darker moments of his life. Williams 
explains this thoroughly. Since the suicide had never been 
aware of the spiritual reality— even as a content of his own 
soul— he had to work toward knowledge to achieve union:
this man had died from and in the body only. Because 
he had had it all but forced on him, he had had op­
portunity to recover. His recovery had brought to
him a chance of love. Because he had never chosen
love, he did not choose it then. Because he had nev­
er had an opportunity to choose love, nor effectively 
heard the intolerable gospel proclaimed, he was to 
be offered it again, and now as salvation. But first 
the faint hints of damnation were permitted to ap­
pear. (p. 118)
The hints of damnation are shown him as moments during his
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life when he experienced the darker potentialities within 
his being— those moments when he could have undergone ex­
change but rejected it instead. The manner in which Williams 
writes of those moments is comparable to the introspective 
plunges which form a dominant part of the expression of the 
Dark Night. In a kind of transcendent flash-back, the sui­
cide sees himself young, with his wife, and he realizes that 
he had been "the prisoner of those two arms, the result and 
victim of his early desire" (p. 119). He did not try to es­
tablish any kind of relationship with his wife; he simply de­
sired her. The darkness of that former lust is brought back 
to him in full force. He is then shown a vision of himself 
as a child, but "An instinct, none the less, warned him; so 
he did not make his way to where, ready for him in that twist­
ing maze of streets and times, a gutter child played on his 
only seaside holiday, and cried because a bigger boy had 
bullied him" (p. 119). The suicide refuses to re-live a mo­
ment of dark fear. The necessity of viewing his past exis­
tence, at least to gain sufficient knowledge to attain to 
complete salvation, frightens him. He wishes to "avoid the 
light," to hide in the darkness of death; but "each time he 
slipped away or turned away, it was more like running away, 
and continually he would see, here and there in the distance, 
the beam of light on icy rock and sniff the bitter smell of 
the place of no return" (p. 119). Finally, he runs "faster 
then, for he did not see how he would ever be able to get up, 
those apparitions of his terror would be too many and too
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strong" (p. 120). He begins to feel exhausted— "For the 
first time in that world"— and "He dimly consented; he stood 
still" (p. 120). With this act of pure will, the suicide 
chooses salvation. He suddenly finds himself outside a win­
dow and "he saw a face, the face of an old woman, whom never 
in all his life had he seen before. He saw her as a ghost in 
the shadow, within the glass . . . and he was trembling vio­
lently, shaking to see the apparition of this world's living, 
as they shake to see the phantasms of the dead" (p. 120).
The face he sees is that of Margaret Anstruther. For the 
first time in his existences, the suicide is given a chance, 
or takes the chance, to undergo the principle of exchange.
At this point in his death, the suicide is released from the 
terrors of the darkness. "Fear, which never but in love de­
serts mortal man, deserted him there" (p. 121). This en­
counter is the junction of travellers, and the words that 
Margaret Anstruther says to him— "My dear, how tired you 
look!"— teach the suicide the meaning of exchange. He is 
now aware of the potentialities of exchange through love and 
is now ready to enter the City.
The only thing that remains to assure his salvation 
is that he be given the direction to the City. Since Margaret 
is physically unable to go out and show the suicide the di­
rection, she sends Pauline, in the Chapter called "The Tryst 
of the Worlds." When she finds the suicide, Pauline, uncer­
tain what the man needs, offers him fare back to London. He 
says, "I'd as soon walk, miss. It isn't more than a step"
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(p. 165). Finally, she indicates the right road to London 
and with "an archangelic salute to the Mother of God," he 
starts off on his final march toward salvation. In this mo­
ment, the suicide is released from all the darkness of life, 
from the darkness of death, and enters into the illumination 
of the coinherence.
Two of the live characters in the novel undergo simi­
lar types of journeys. Both of them experience the quest for 
the knowledge of darkness: one of them achieves salvation by
recognizing the reality of the darkness and one of them de­
scends into utter damnation by rejecting that knowledge.
Throughout the beginning of the novel, Pauline An­
struther is presented as being "shut up within herself— shut 
up till that very day with fear and duty for only companions—  
with silence and forbearance as only possibilities" (p. 109). 
Pauline is totally engulfed by the darkness of fear, and 
that fear is caused by encounters with her doppelganger. 
Williams, however, does not use this theme in its more tra­
ditional implications. As George Winship sees it, "Williams
makes no use of the doppelqanger as an omen of death; not
27Pauline's apparition but her fear endangers her." For Wil­
liams , the doppe1qanger becomes a symbol of those aspects of 
the self with which Pauline is not yet familiar. In her ig­
norance of her other self, Pauline fears, and because of 
that fear she experiences the Dark Night of the Soul.
27 George P. Winship, Jr., "This Rough Magic: The
Novels of Charles W i l l i a m s Y a l e  Review, XL (Spring, 1950), 
294.
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She first becomes ensnared in her fear as a child 
from her reading of Shelley1s lines:
The Magus Zoroaster, my dead child.
Met his own image walking in the garden. (p. 19)
The effects of that reading caused her to have "nightmares 
that night, . . .  [she] had to go sick for days" (p. 19). 
From her childhood until her present, young-adult age, she 
has recurrently seen the thing that she hated most which 
"only came, or had so far only come, when she was alone" (p. 
20). The darkness of the fear she feels so completely over­
whelms her that her mind begins to become obsessed with in­
trospective rationalizations for what is happening to her: 
Pauline desires "Not to think; to think of something else" 
(p. 21). But the only thing she can think of is the recur­
rence of the vision, the "nine times" in "her first twenty- 
four years" that the "visitation" occurred. Now, she real­
izes, "There had been nine in two years, as many as in all 
the years before" (p. 21). The distress she feels is so in­
tense that she loses the sense of what is real and what is 
not: "The whole world for her was a canvas printed with un­
real figures, a curtain apt to roll up at any moment on one 
real figure" (p. 22). This feeling of being divorced from 
reality of the external world shows Pauline's encounter with 
the Dark Night of the Soul. And the fear she continuously 
experiences causes her to remain in total ignorance of why 
she is being confronted with her own likeness. Williams 
shows something of the reasons behind the encounters when 
Pauline unconsciously thanks God as she meets herself when
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returning from the first reading of Stanhope's verse play:
Her heart sprang; there, a good way off— thanks 
to a merciful God— it was, materialized from nowhere 
in a moment. She knew it at once, however far, her 
own young figure, her own walk, her own dress and 
hat— had not her first sight of it been attracted 
so? changing, growing. . . .  It was coming up at 
her pace— doppelganger, doppelganger: her control
began to give . . . two . . . she didn't run, lest 
it should, nor did it. She reached her gate, slipped 
through, went up the path. If it should be running 
very fast up the road behind her now? She was biting 
back the scream and fumbling for her key. Quiet, 
quiet! "A terrible good." (p. 22)
Williams seems to indicate that even if her conscious mind 
cannot discern the reasons behind these encounters, something 
in her unconscious mind can readily attribute them to a "mer­
ciful God." We learn later in the novel that the doppelganger 
is an important part of her achievement of salvation. Pauline 
feels something of the stirrings of her unconscious self in 
relation to the vision, for she recognizes that Shelley's 
version of the occurrence is a "lovely thing." And when she 
hears Stanhope discuss the possibilities of the "terrible 
good," she asks, "And if things are terrifying can they be 
good?" (p. 17). Without being aware of what she is asking 
and of what Stanhope means by his words, Pauline is actually 
experiencing the beginning of her salvation. Slowly, by 
sheer will, Pauline begins to climb out of the abyss of her 
dark fear.
She begins to realize that many of the contacts she 
has with the darker aspects of her existence are primarily 
colored by her fear. She is not yet aware that she is run­
ning from her doppelganger— the knowledge of herself— be-
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cause of that fear. Indeed, as in so many expressions of 
the Dark Night, she actually experiences dark moments of ac­
cidie because "the latent fear in her life . . . paralysed 
initiative; she could respond but she could not act" (p. 52). 
The fear and the consequent darkness it creates in her pre­
vent Pauline from experiencing any real relationship with 
anyone else. At one moment, her dark introspection dwells on 
the possibilities
to stop in altogether, to bury herself in the house, 
and even so to endure, day by day, the fear that her 
twin might resolve out of the air somewhere in the 
hall or the corridor outside her own room. She hated 
to go out, but she hated still more to stop in, and 
her intelligence told her that the alternative might 
save her nothing in the end. Rigid and high-headed 
she fled, with subdued fury of pace, from house to 
gathering, and back from gathering to house, and 
waited for her grandmother to die. (p. 52)
She supposedly is meant to take care of her grandmother, but 
she does so only perfunctorily. It is, however, in a discus­
sion with her grandmother concerning their martyred ancestor 
that Pauline makes the first important realization that Stan­
hope's knowledge of the "terrible good" may be more universal 
than she had thought:
Pauline shuddered. "It was a terrible thing," 
she said. "How he could shout for joy like thati"
"Salvation," Mrs. Anstruther said mildly, "is 
quite often a terrible thing— a frightening good."
"A . . . "  said Pauline, and paused. "Mr. Stan­
hope said something like that," she ended. (p. 56)
With this incident, Pauline begins to learn of the true sig­
nificance of the dark fear in her life.
Actually, from this point until the climax of the 
novel, she is presented as emerging from the darkness of ig­
1.73
norance caused by her fear. She hears Peter Stanhope and 
her grandmother discuss poetry, and "everything they said 
was full and simple and unafraid" (p. 93). By observing 
their confidence in the existence of something beyond them, 
she approaches an understanding of their references to the 
"terrible good.1 But "she was not yet altogether prepared 
in so many words to accept the terror of good" (p. 9 3). In 
what is a central chapter to the meaning of the novel— "The 
Doctrine of Substituted Love"— Stanhope and Pauline discuss 
the nature of her problem. Because he has the wisdom of 
self-knowledge which includes the ultimate wisdom of the co­
inherence, Stanhope explains to Pauline the doctrine of ex­
change, the doctrine of substituted love. This doctrine is 
basically the idea of the absolute need for the self to learn 
to relate to something completely outside the self. After 
being convinced of the uselessness of the fear and anxiety 
she has experienced all of her life, Stanhope tells Pauline, 
"Very well— when you leave here you111 think of yourself 
that I've taken this particular trouble over instead of you" 
(p. 97). And when Pauline is skeptical, Stanhope further 
explains:
"Not if you insist on making a universe for 
y o u r s e l f . . -If you want to disobey and refuse the 
laws that are common to us all, if you want to live 
in pride and division and anger, you can. But if 
you will be part of the best of us, and live and 
laugh, and be ashamed with us, then you must be con­
tent to be helped. You must give your burden up to 
someone else, and you must carry someone else's bur­
den. I haven't made the universe and it isn't my 
fault. But I'm sure that this is a law of the uni­
verse, and not to give up your parcel is as much to
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rebel as not to carry another's. You'll find it 
quite easy if you let yourself do it" (p. 99)
After this, in Sister M. Lalande's view, Pauline is on the
way to "salvation through vicarious suffering after a timid
2 8hesitant beginning." Pauline grows in awareness of the 
reality of Stanhope's words that “nothing could be worth 
such distress. Or nothing, at least, but one thing— the com­
ing out of it into tender joy" (p. 122). Finally, Pauline 
begins to feel the relief of her burden of fear. She can 
think, "If the apparition she had so long dreaded came to 
her across the field she would look at it with joy" (p. 146).
Typically, Williams involves Pauline shortly there­
after in a series of supernatural events. In the "Junction 
of Travellers," she momentarily feels a recurrence of the 
darkness of her old fear as she sees a face at her grand­
mother's window— "she had, in the first shock, supposed it 
was hers" (p. 122). But remembering Stanhope's promise,
"She knew with all her soul's consent that Peter Stanhope had 
taken over her fear; was, now, one with it; and it was not, 
for he was in power over it" (p. 123). She has not sufficient 
knowledge yet to recognize the face as one she did not know 
because of its spirituality. It is the face of the suicide 
come to receive his exchange of love from Margaret Anstruther. 
Pauline's other encounter with the supernatural world occurs 
in the chapter entitled "The Tryst of the Worlds." Here, 
her grandmother sends her out to find an unknown man (again
28 Sr. M. LaLande, "Williams' Pattern of Time in De­
scent into Hell," Renascence, XV (Winter, 196 3), 94.
175
the suicide) to tell him the direction to the City. After 
she has accomplished her task, Pauline is forced to confront 
the most intense moment of darkness in her life. She has to 
assume the burden of her dead, martyred ancestor. The man, 
in Elizabethan times, had been burned as a heretic; and she 
becomes part of the event of his death shortly before he is 
to be put to the stake. He had begun to despair in his tor­
ture that "the Lord God himself was, in that desperate hour, 
nothing but the spring that would press him into the torment"
(p. 169)— a feeling not unlike the "My God, why hast thou
forsaken me" which Christ felt during his encounter with the 
Dark Night. The man began to scream, "make me believe; make 
me believe." And Williams says that "The choice was in her; 
Omnipotence waited her decision" (p. 169). Pauline is at 
first afraid of bearing her ancestor's burden because the 
darkness of fear, still within her being, causes her to be 
concerned only for herself. But something happens which 
helps her choose:
Behind her, her own voice said: "Give, [the bur-
den] to me, John Struther." . . .  It [the1 doppelglfnger] 
spoke and sprang in his drained heart; and drove the
riotous blood again through his veins: "Give it to
me, give it to me, John Struther." . . . Pauline heard 
it, trembling, for she knew what stood behind her and 
spoke. It said again: "Give." He fell on his knees,
and in a great roar of triumph he called out: "I
have seen the salvation of my God."
Pauline sighed deeply with her joy. This, then, 
after so long, was their meeting and their reconcili­
ation: their perfect reconciliation. (p. 170)
By this experience, Pauline actually undergoes another impor­
tant aspect of the archetypal Dark Night, the loss of ego.
She has had to completely remove her consciousness from her-
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self and place it elsewhere. In so doing, she loses the 
sense of an individuating, separate ego. From this moment, 
Pauline is assured of her salvation. When she assumes her 
ancestor’s burden, her "other11 self uttering the words, she 
knows the true nature of her self. And with this knowledge, 
she can recognize the reality of the coinherence of all be­
ings, living or dead. As George Winship says, "Pauline 
gains heavenly contentment by offering to bear a terror four
centuries old, by a pure motion of the will without pain or 
29peril." It is not quite accurate to say that she gains 
salvation without "pain or peril," for she has had to know 
many moments of darkness in order to achieve the state of 
knowledge whereby she could accomplish the principle of ex­
change. She has had to become aware of the "terrible good."
Lawrence Wentworth illustrates what happens when man 
willfully chooses damnation instead of salvation. It is 
from what happens to this man that Williams gets the title of 
the novel, for his existence is indeed a descent into hell. 
Barbara McMichael explains that, for Williams, "an under­
standing of hell is probably necessary for salvation. To
30know the pathway to hell is one way to avoid traveling it." 
And Lawrence Wentworth gives us our understanding of what 
hell is. He is condemned to perpetual dark night because he
^  Winship, p. 296.
30 Barbara McMichael, "Hell is Oneself: An Examina­
tion of the Concept of Damnation in Charles Williams1 Descent 
Into' He'll," Studies' .in Literary imagination, I, ii (October, 
1968), 66.
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chooses to become too intensely involved with his own being.
He chooses not to participate in any form of exchange with 
any other being, living or dead; consequently, he is damned. 
Williams shows quite clearly that Wentworth does choose will­
fully. By becoming a true scholar and seeking knowledge for 
the sake of knowledge, he could have immersed himself in the 
reality of his profession. He could have pursued the erotic 
desires he had toward Adela Hunt (a young lady taking part in 
the play). Instead, he chooses to seek scholarship for his 
personal glory; and he chooses to fantasize a literal demonic 
being— an archetypal descendant of Lilith— to satisfy his 
lust.
In the chapter, "Quest of Hell," we are introduced 
to Wentworth's journey toward self-destruction. Wentworth 
has been recently somewhat distracted by a recurrent dream 
in which he perpetually climbs down a rope: "It was a white
rope, so white that it shone of its own clarity in the pitch- 
black darkness where, it and he existed, and it stretched up 
high above him, infinitely high, so that as he looked he could 
not see where or to what it was fastened" (p. 36). The dream 
is symbolic of the descent into hell which Wentworth experi­
ences by descending into the darkness of the self: "The de­
scent was perplexing, for he never felt himself move and yet 
he knew he was continually farther down, down towards the 
bottom of the rope, . . . the black abyss" (pp. 36^37).
Wentworth's self-centeredness affects his integrity 
as an historian. In order to maintain his distinction as a
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famous scholar, he begins to falsify his documentation, to 
twist historical fact to fit conclusions he prefers. Aston 
Moffatt, his chief competitor for the honors of historian, 
incurs Wentworth's wrath, especially when Moffatt is knighted 
for his achievements in history. Because he is so self­
preoccupied, because "the back of his eyes ached as if he 
stared interiorly from the rope into a backward abysm" (p.
80}, Wentworth refuses to accept the fact of Moffatt's ac­
colade. In the fact of the old man's being honored, there 
"was presented to him at once and clearly an opportunity for 
joy" (p. 80). He could have identified Moffatt's fortune as 
good, but this would have meant a blow to his ego. As Wil­
liams explains, "If he could not manage joy, at least he 
might have managed the intention of joy, or (if that also 
were too much) an effort towards the intention of joy" (p. 
80). The sheer intention of joy would have allowed Went­
worth to take part in some sort of exchange, but "With a per­
fectly clear, if instantaneous, knowledge of what he did, he 
rejected joy instead" (p. 80). This lack of acceptance, of 
exchange, marks the beginning of Wentworth's damnation.
Later in the novel he is given another chance to undergo the 
principle of exchange in relation to his profession. The 
members of the play ask him to advise them as to the accuracy 
of certain costumes. When called upon to examine them, he 
sees immediately that they are wrong. Instead of truthfully 
informing the players of the error, he tells them a lie be­
cause he refuses to be bothered. By again rejecting this
179
simple possibility of exchange, Wentworth has chosen the 
darkness of self-satisfaction to be the sole concern of his 
existence. And, for Williams, such concern meant damnation.
Wentworth insures his complete damnation when he 
creates the succubus to satisfy his lust. In the chapter 
"Return to Eden," Wentworth creates by the sheer power of 
his own mind a likeness of Adela Hunt. It was the "Adela he 
kept in himself" (p. 83). Williams regards the subsequent 
relationship which occurs between Wentworth and this self­
created image as the darkest possible kind of incest. 
Throughout the remainder of the novel, Williams presents 
Wentworth as being involved with what can only be termed the 
lowest depths of introspection. Wentworth relentlessly pur­
sues the insanity of self-love. When confronted with the 
possibility of there being something, a City, outside his 
own sphere of being, he emphatically decides "he would have 
a world in which no one went to the City, because there was 
no City unless he— but no, he wouldn't have a City" (p. 87). 
It is this decision which characterizes Wentworth's mind. He 
rejects all possibilities of union with something outside of 
himself. And, as can be discerned in the vacillating com­
ments evident within the quoted passage, Wentworth's mind is 
affected by his quest. Consequently, "He sank into oblivion; 
he died to things other than himself; he woke to himself" {p. 
87). In the arms of his image-lover, "she in him, he in him" 
(p. 90), Wentworth finds a condition which ultimately ends 
in the total annihilation of a reasonable and sane approach
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to the reality of his existence.
At the end of the novel Wentworth boards a train to 
go to London for a convention of historians. Sometimes re­
membering his temporal destination and sometimes not, Went­
worth finds that
He was looking at himself; for an instant he had not 
recognized his own face, but he did now, over a wide 
whining oval thing that reminded him of the moon. He 
was wearing the moon in front of him. But he was in 
black otherwise; he had put on a neat fantastic dress 
of darkness. The moon, the darkness, and he— only no 
rope, because that had gone away, and no watch, be­
cause he had done something or other to it, and it 
had gone away too. He tried to think what a watch 
was and how it told him the time. (p. 218)
With the decay of his intellect, Wentworth finds that even 
the shape of his fantasized reality "went out and he was 
drawn, steadily, everlastingly, inward and down through the 
bottomless circles of the void" (p. 222). He has traveled 
"Beyond Gomorrah," the title of the final chapter, directly 
into the circles of Hell. Just as the City represents for 
Williams the perfection of the coinherence, so Gomorrah rep­
resents the perfection of the darkness of self-sufficiency. 
We learn of Gomorrah from Peter Stanhope:
"The Lord's glory fell on the cities of the 
plain, of Sodom and another. We know all about 
Sodom and another. We know all about Sodom nowadays, 
but perhaps we know the other even better. Men can 
be in love with men, and women with women, and still 
be in love and make sounds and speeches, but don't 
you know how quiet the streets of Gomorrah are?
Haven't you seen the pools that everlastingly re­
flect the faces of those who walk with their own 
phantasms, but the phantasms aren't reflected and 
can't be. . . . they beget themselves on their ado­
ration of themselves, and they live and feed and 
starve on themselves." tp. 173)
Wentworth is even beyond the darkness of Gomorrah. He has
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descended into Hell. The fact that this path was chosen in­
tensifies the horror of the darkness that Wentworth has come 
to. He has completely lost all possibilities of relation 
with anything outside of his own deranged mind. He is, in 
fact, condemned to an everlasting Dark Night. This idea of 
damnation is explored by Barbara McMichael:
Freedom of choice has been given man, and of his 
own free will man is damned because he will not ac­
cept salvation. Cutting oneself off completely from 
the cosmos cannot, in fact, be done. The sense of 
individual separateness is an illusion. For Charles 
Williams, it follows, then, that being damned con­
sists of choosing to exist in a state of illusion.
Hell is composed of those who will not admit reality.
From insistence upon oneself as the center of all 
things, one moves into the final illusion that only 
self exists. The insistence on the aloneness of ^  
self leads to the agony of Hell, the complete void.
Wentworth's damnation is achieved by his failure to recog­
nize the reality of his existence, and in his deranged state 
at the end of the novel, he can no longer reason enough to 
know what to do even if the possibility of salvation were 
presented to him.
Williams' sense of moral verity insists that man 
must escape from the utter darkness of the self into the 
light of relating to someone or something other than the self. 
Through the principle of exchange, one can gain salvation by 
becoming aware of the coinherence. Total self-preoccupation 
is depraved and self-condemning. Man must face all forms of 
darkness, both within the self and outside the self, as being 
part of the infinitely good design of the universe: "All
31 Ibid. ' P* 60.
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things at all times and everywhere, rehearsed; some great 
art was in practice and the only business anyone had was to 
see that his part was perfect" (p. 147) . The facts of the 
universe demand that everyone and everything participate in 
a wonderfully perfect order. Anyone who thinks he is not a 
part of that order is suffering from delusion. As Shideler 
explains Williams' belief in the order of the universe, "Co­
inherence can be observed everywhere in all things, without 
special instruments or uncommon intellectual insight. It 
does not require that one postulate the Christian concept of
God, or any concept of God at all, but only that he observe
32the ordinary conditions of ordinary life." Such observa­
tion must recognize the existence of dark forces, for such 
is the reality of "ordinary life." And acceptance of that 
reality, with its dark pains and terrors of the Dark Night 
and with its glorious joys of the City, becomes the ultimate 
moral lesson that Williams would have us learn.
^  Shideler, Theology, p. 48.
Conclusion to Chapter Three— The Moral Vision
To Joseph Conrad, Julien Green, and Charles Williams, 
the archetypal experience of the Dark Night of the Soul pro­
vides man with a means of finding a moral reality within the 
bounds of his own personal existence. By outright statement 
and by strong implication, these authors believe that en­
counters with the darkness are, in the final analysis, for 
the ultimate good of man. By undergoing intense study of 
the self, by understanding the darkest impulses within the 
self, and by learning how to cope with those dark impulses, man 
can somehow discern a sense of the function of good and evil 
which forms an actual and necessary part of the reality of 
human existence. Each sees that by coming to terms with the 
aspects of the darkness, man can gain an important body of 
knowledge. Primarily, by accepting the existence of that 
darkness as part of the basis of the human condition, man can 
learn how to choose either to follow the urges dictated by 
his darker nature or to curb those urges according to his own 
or social injunctions.
In the novels under consideration here perhaps the 
most dramatic example of a darker urge which almost always 
necessitates a moral problem for man is the sexual impulse.
Each of the authors views human sexuality as one of the most 
recurrently dark impulses which man must learn to handle.
For these authors, man most often learns of this darkness 
through his encounters with the Dark Night of the Soul. Most
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encounters with the Dark Night affect the sensory percep- 
tions of man quite markedly. And because those sensory per­
ceptions tend to be heightened during moments of assault by 
the sex urge, these authors often choose those moments to 
express man's confrontation with the darkness within himself. 
Marlow is attracted by the "fecund native" who comes to lure 
Kurtz back to the heart of the darkness of Africa. It is on­
ly because Marlow can practice restraint that she fails in 
her attenpt. Gueret, in Green's work, discovers the absolute 
baseness to which man descends when sexual impulses are al­
lowed to go unchecked. And Wentworth's sexual desires ulti­
mately bring about the destruction of his mind. The common 
denominator which exists in all expressions of man's encounter 
with the darkness of his sexuality is the call for restraint. 
Each author insists that the darkness of sex must be con­
trolled. By extension, these authors believe it is necessary 
to restrain all the darkness to be encountered within man.
But before any system of control can be justifiably applied 
to the darkness, these authors feel that man must become at 
least approximately aware of the extent to which that dark­
ness can drive him. In order to gain that awareness, man 
must experience, as completely as possible, the nature of the 
darkness within himself. And, as we have seen, to experience 
that darkness is to undergo, in large measure, the experience 
of the Dark Night. For those for whom the actual experience 
is possible, the Dark Night can become a method of gaining 
awareness of the means by which to control the darkness.
185
Through this experience man can recognize the necessity to 
curb and re-inform his individual desires so that he can 
function as a part of a much larger scheme of reality. For 
those of us who cannot experience this confrontation person­
ally, we have the recorded expressions of that experience in 
Conrad, Green, and Williams who provide us with the necessary 
knowledge vicariously.
Besides the knowledge of the darkness and the conse­
quent control which can be placed upon it, these novelists pos­
it the necessity for the self to come to terms with ego and to 
somehow escape from becoming immured within the sense of self. 
These authors have intuitively recognized that the Dark Night 
of the Soul presents a viable means for annihilating the sense 
of self and for learning a realistic approach to the self's 
role in relation to the rest of the universe. Each of these 
authors has insisted that to indulge in self is to destroy 
the self. To see the self as the center of all reality is to 
be blind to the nature of reality. Hence, Conrad would have 
man work, which provides man with the chance to find himself 
in true relation to the rest of the world. Green insists that 
man can and should become aware of his relation to a spiri­
tual reality— a reality far superior to the limitations of 
the self. And Williams hopes that man will learn to undergo 
the process of exchange, the process of relating the self to 
something or someone outside of the self in order to dis­
cover the wonderfully fixed coinherent order in the universe. 
For these authors, when man chooses to align his being with
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some sort of otherness, he is accomplishing a morally good 
act. This action allows the individual to remove the self 
from the center of attention and to place that attention on 
something or someone else. As a result of finding this new 
center of attention, these authors see the experience of the 
Dark Night as being conducive to the production of a moral 
situation where man can choose either the good of going be­
yond himself or the evil of remaining self-sufficient. By 
exercising the choice between good and evil, man actually helps 
to delineate the limits of his existence. And ultimately, 
those limitations can become a gauge by which man can measure 
his existence and thereby provide a means of ordering that 
existence. Out of the order, then, man creates a meaning 
for his life.
It is to the elucidation of that meaning for man 
that Conrad, Green, and Williams devote their expressions of 
the Dark Night of the Soul— the sense of a moral vision.
CHAPTER IV— Part 1
THE ONTOLOGICAL VISION:
FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE'S THUS SPOKE ZARATHUSTRA
What is the greatest thing you can 




The ontological vision which utilizes the archetypal 
pattern of the Dark Night of the Soul is based on the modern 
notion that Nathan Scott calls "The Broken Center." Modern 
man finds himself in a godless universe. Either that god 
has died, or he, in Louis-Ferdinand C4line's words, "is tak­
ing time out for repairs." Whatever the cause of his disap­
pearance, the lack of a central power to act as the First 
Cause, a creating and an ordering principle for man's exis­
tence, causes problems concerning explanations for that exis­
tence. As a result, modern man is forced to come to terms 
with that existence wholly on his own. He must look inward 
to his own personal being for the reasons of existence. In 
a world where there are still a few remnants of traditional 
values, man often is confused about the relationship between 
what he himself discovers and what he has been told about 
the nature of existence. Often, he finds major discrepancies 
existing between the two points of view; often, he finds
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either his view, or the other, completely absurd. Modern 
man finds himself, therefore, often alienated from the rest 
of mankind because he cannot wholeheartedly accept what it 
teaches him. Again, he is forced to look inward to find 
some justification for what he is. On these inward journeys, 
modern man sometimes comes into direct contact with the ex­
perience of the Dark Night of the Soul. In this chapter, we 
will see how man uses the knowledge he gains from his en­
counter with the archetypal experience to help explain the 
nature of his existence.
For some, we have seen that the encounter with the 
Dark Night is a means of learning the knowledge of human 
darkness so that darkness can be controlled or purged en­
tirely from human nature. According to Saint John of the 
Cross, Jesus Christ experienced the total annihilation of 
the ego and of existence as mortal man in his archetypal as­
sumption of all the darkness of human existence. Without 
the intervention of the supernatural power derived from his 
godhead, Jesus could not have carried such a burden. In a 
world where that godhead has ceased to be significant, the 
individual self must bear the entire burden. And modern 
authors have shown that he does this alone, alienated, but 
proud to attempt it on his own and hopeful of success.
Modern man, too, discovers that the experience of 
the Dark Night is a true means of gaining knowledge. For 
him, however, that knowledge helps him to understand what 
and why he is. He must, therefore, learn to explore the
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darkness, to know it— even to know it so well that it ceases, 
sometimes, to be recognized as an integral part of himself.
He can, as we will see, use the study of darkness to lose 
the awareness of his personal sense of self— his ego— there­
by gaining a sense of the self as object to be approached 
for even more study with some sort of detached reasonable­
ness. The exploration of the darkness, then, often leads 
modern man to the creation of a "second" self. In addition, 
this exploration can even teach man to approach the darkness 
with the ability to laugh at the mere absurdity of its im­
pact on human existence.
In order to arrive at the moment in modern litera­
ture when such a view of the darkness of existence becomes 
an actuality, we should, perhaps, glance briefly at the 
author who said more than any other to try to guide the 
thinking of man in this direction. This author was Friedrich 
Nietzsche. In his "Book for Everyone and No One," Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra, Nietzsche creates a philosophical position 
which, in part, helps to explain why man must be involved 
with the darker aspects of his being. Nietzsche was one of 
those authors who did not believe in the existence of an ex­
ternal power that provided man with a set of values. He 
does not deny that that external power once existed; instead, 
he says that it is now dead. Nietzsche explains that it was 
entirely necessary for the old god to die in order for the 
new god— his superman— to come into existence. Georges 
Morel helps to clarify Nietzsche's position on the death of
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God: "Si le dieu de la civilization occidentale— le dieu
chrdtien— est mort, c'est d'abord qu'il portait en lui- 
meme, des sa naissance, les germes de son aneantissement.
And he quotes from Nietzsche to substantiate the idea:
II a fini par devenir vieux et mou et tendre et 
compatissant, ressemblant davantage encore a une 
vieille grand-mere branlante.
11 dtait assis au coin du feu, ridd, soucieux a 
cause de ses faibles jambes, fatigue du monde, las 
de vouloir, et il | fini par etouffer un jour de sa 
trop grande pitid.
With the death of God comes the death of all religious abso­
lutes. This death, too, Morel explains:
. . . le christianisme est en train de mourir et
ceux qui le font mourir sont eux-rn^mes en train de
mourir dans I1indolence et 1*inconscience. Un juge- 
ment de valeur sur cette situation: il est bon en soi
que disparaisse le vieux dieu chr^tien, car, selon 
Nietzsche, le christianisme correspond h une attitude 
humaine negative, repli^e sur soi, destructrice de la 
verite. Une decision lucide de travailler enfin a 
faire de l'homme un dtre capable de dire oui.
So it is that man, for Nietzsche, must not approach life la­
zily and unconsciously. He must actively strive to find a 
meaning for himself despite the fact that he is alone in his 
quest. Part of this quest necessitates man's passing some
very dark moments— even, in fact, the journey into the Dark 
Night of the Soul. Janko Lavrin explains a possible reason 
for Nietzsche's interest in those dark moments: "Nietzsche,
who had to fight all the time for his own health, came to 
regard strife and struggle as essential for the growth of
1 Georges Morel, "Sur Nietzsche et Jean de la Croix," 
Etudes, CCCXXX (Spring, 1969), 210.
2 Ibid. 3 Ibid., p. 212.
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4life in general." What, then, is the nature of this strife 
and struggle— this darkness— for Nietzsche?
The knowledge of darkness, for Nietzsche, begins 
with his explanation of the present condition of humanity in 
The Gay Science. The madman is speaking:
"Where has God gone?" he cried. "I shall tell 
you. We have killed him— you and I. We are his 
murderers. But how have we done this? How were we
able to drink up the sea? . . . What did we do when
we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it 
moving now? . . . Are we not perpetually falling? 
Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? . . .
How shall we, the murderers of all murderers, con­
sole ourselves? . . .  Is not the greatness of this 
deed too great for us? Must not wg ourselves become 
gods simply to seem worthy of it?"
Nietzsche answers all the questions posed by the madman in
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, and he provides man with a possible
way out of the turmoil created by the death of God. Much of
the "way" which Nietzsche provides is enshrouded by darkness.
And the first aspect of Zarathustra's philosophy which deals
with that darkness is the idea of "down-going." Zarathustra
asks man, "What is the greatest thing you can experience?
It is the hour of the great contempt. The hour in which even
your happiness grows loathsome to you, and your reason and
your virtue, also" (p. 42). This hour is the finest moment
that man can experience because with this moment begins "A
dangerous going-across, a dangerous way-faring, a dangerous
4 Janko Lavrin, "A Note on Nietzsche and Dostoevsky," 
Rus R, XXVIII {Winter, 1969), 169.
5 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. 
R. J. Hollingdale (London, 1961), p. 14. All further refer­
ences to Nietzsche are from this text.
192
looking-back, a dangerous shuddering and staying-still1 (p.
43). This journey is the path man must follow to find knowl­
edge of the self and ultimately to understand the meaning of 
existence. It is the path whereby man becomes, for himself, 
the creator of meaning by destroying the "happiness, reason, 
and virtue" which constitute the legacy inherited by him from 
his history. That this destruction is a dark and treacherous 
thing Zarathustra does not deny: "Dark is the night, dark
are Zarathustra1 s ways. Come, cold and stiff companion!1 
(p. 49). It is, then, only by following Zarathustra's dark 
way that man can gain the self-sufficiency to shrug off the
bonds of the past and to create new values for his new exis­
tence .
Zarathustra wants man to accept all strife and strug­
gle. He says that the spirit of man "longs for the heavy, for 
the heaviest" (p. 54). And the heaviness includes debasing 
the self in order to destroy self-pride, in order to annihi­
late the concept of ego. In ”0f the Three Metamorphoses," he 
enumerates the heavy strife man must undergo:
What is the heaviest thing you heroes? so asks the 
weight-bearing spirit, that I may take it upon me
and rejoice in my strength. . . .
. . .  is it this: to feed upon the acorns and
grass of knowledge and for the sake of truth to suf­
fer hunger of the soul?
Or is it this: to be sick and to send away com­
forters and make friends with the deaf, who never 
hear what you ask?
Or is it this: to wade into dirty water when it
is the water of truth, and not to disdain cold frogs 
and hot toads?
Or is it this: to love those who despise us and
to offer our hand to the ghost when it wants to 
frighten us?
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The weight-bearing spirit takes upon itself all 
these heaviest things. . . .  (p. 54)
For Zarathustra, then, man must take a very active part in 
creating meaning for himself in the modern world. Man is 
like the Tree on the Mountainside: uThe more it wants to
rise into the heights and the light, the more determinedly 
do its roots strive earthwards, downwards, into the darkness, 
into the depths— into evil" (p. 69). Man must make a con­
scious effort to come to terms with the darkness in himself; 
then he will be able to come to terms with the darkness of 
all existence.
Another aspect of Zarathustra*s philosophy which 
deals with the darkness of existence is involved with the 
fact that man must recognize the necessity that he himself 
must find the answers. Man is solitary man, and as such he 
must learn to cope with that isolation:
Solitary man, you are going the way to yourself!
And your way leads past yourself and your seven devils!
You will be a heretic to yourself and a witch and 
a prophet and an evil-doer and a villain.
You must be ready to burn yourself in your own 
flame: how could you become new, if you had not first
become ashes?
Solitary man, you are going the way of the creator: 
you want to create yourself a god from your seven 
devils!
Solitary man, you are going the way of the lover: 
you love yourself and for that reason you despise 
yourself as only lovers can despise.
. . .  Go apart and be alone with your love and 
your creating my brother; and justice will be slow 
to limp after you.
Go apart and be alone with my tears, my brother.
X love him who wants to create beyond himself, and 
thus perishes. (pp. 90-91)
The idea expressed in the preceding passage is quite typical
of an important part of the archetype of the Dark Night of
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the Soul. In order to achieve the knowledge of the new self,
the old self has to be destroyed. The self-image or ego of
the individual must be annihilated and replaced with another
image. In the case of the more modern writers— modern in
the sense of idea, not necessarily time— the creation of the 
"second" self is both an aesthetic and philosophical function. 
Aesthetically, the "second" self becomes the material for the 
artistic creation. Philosophically, the creation of the 
"second" self allows man to gain a reasonable detachment from 
too-deep involvement with the ego, thereby objectifying the 
self to a point where a thorough, unbiased study can be made 
of the self.
To return to Zarathustra, we can see that the destruc­
tive creator and the notion of down-going formulate the essen­
tial activities involved in man's creation of meaning for his 
existence. Peter Wolfe summarizes the notion as follows:
"This downward movement is a necessary prelude to the estab­
lishment of living values in a supernaturally meaningless 
universe; . . . human progress involves the scouring actions 
of downward motion as an essential ingredient [so that] 
Phoenix-like, both Zarathustra and humanity at large must 
fall before they can rise."*’ The downward movement, "down- 
going" in Zarathustra*s words, reflects the idea of the ne­
cessity for introspection on the part of modern man. It is 
only by going deep within the depths of his own being and
g Peter Wolfe, "Image and Meaning in Also Sprach 
Zarathustra," MLN, LXXIX (December, 1964), 549.
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understanding what he finds there that man can really estab­
lish a viable meaning for existence.
The final major aspect of the darkness in Nietzsche's 
philosophical viewpoint is the idea of eternal recurrence.
This idea contains within itself a sense of duality. That is, 
eternal recurrence of man's existence means the repetition of 
the need to cope with the darkness, but that man can cope with 
the darkness is also involved. Nietzsche's idea resembles 
the belief of Saint John of the Cross that the manifestations 
of the Dark Night of the Soul may necessarily have to con­
tinue or be repeated until all the imperfections of the indi­
vidual are purged from his being. Morel says that the "chemin 
sanjuaniste en concerne le terme ou plus exactement le sens,
car ce chemin n'a pas de terme, en ce qu'il se poursuit tou-
k 7jours et ne cesse ici-bas qu'a la mort." Nietzsche obviously
feels much the same impulse when he writes:
But the complex of cause in which I am entangled 
will recur— it will create me again! I myself am 
part of these causes of eternal recurrence.
I shall return with this sun, this earth, with 
this eagle, with this serpent— not to a new life or 
a better life or a similar life:
I shall return eternally to this identical and 
self-same life, in the greatest things and in the 
smallest, to teach once more the eternal recurrence 
of all things. . . .  (pp- 237-38)
Each time he undergoes the principle of "down-going," each
time he destroys his sense of self to create the "second"
self, man experiences the principle of eternal recurrence.
For this study, it is important to realize that part of the
7 Morel, p. 225.
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idea of recurrence is the absolute necessity to deal with 
the knowledge of darkness, the realization of the abyss.
Nietzche's view of the darker aspects of man's exis­
tence is not by any means to be misconstrued as a concession 
to pessimism. And it is nihilist only in the sense that the 
destruction of the old forms of bondage on man's existence 
is necessary to the creation of the new existence. He be­
lieved that inherent in the discovery of the dark side of the 
self was an optimistic approach to all of existence. He 
writes, "Unchanging good and evil does not existl From out 
of themselves they must overcome themselves again and again.
. . . Thus the greatest evil belongs with the greatest good: 
this, however, is the creative good" (p. 139). The only 
good man can ever know is a coadhesion of good and evil, of 
light and dark. And so it is that Nietzsche celebrates the 
existence and necessity of darkness. He sings a "Night Song" 
in which he says:
It is night: only now do all songs of lovers
awaken. And my soul too is the song of a lover.
. . . Light am I : ah, that I were night! But
this is my solitude that I am girded round with 
light.
Ah, that I were dark and obscure! How I would 
suck at the breasts of light!
And I should bless you, little sparkling stars and 
glowworms above!— and be happy in your gifts of light.
But I live in my own light, I drink back into iry-
self the flames that break from me.
. . .  It is night! Ah, that I must be light! And 
thirst for the things of night! And solitude!
It is night! now my longing breaks from me like
a well-spring. (pp. 129-30)
The darkness of existence, then, can actually become a rea­
son for rejoicing. It, too, can be utilized to help man
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create meaning for himself. At times even, for Nietzsche,
its absence can be lamented for the ultimate knowledge it
brings to man. Thus, in his final song, Nietzsche celebrates
the true nature of joy:
The world is deep,
Deeper than day can comprehend.
Deep is its woe,
Joy— deeper than heart's agony:
Woe says: Fade! Go!
But all joy wants eternity,
Wants deep, deep, deep eternity.
(p. 333)
There can be joy even in the darkness of human existence, 
especially when that darkness helps provide man some means 
of gaining the necessary knowledge to cope with and to under­
stand the entirety of his own personal existence.
CHAPTER IV— Part 2
Louis-Ferdinand Celine*s 
Journey to the End of the Night
That’s my motto. Always remember there’s 
the darkness to follow.
— Bardamu in Cdline's Journey
From his personal encounter with darkness on the un­
conscious and conscious levels, Louis-Ferdinand Destouches, 
pseudonym Celine, created a complete canon of literary works 
which present a sustained and consistent view of the meaning 
of human existence. The best summary statement of that view 
is made by Allen Thiher: ’’From his first to his last novel,
Celine's work can be compared to a journey, or more precise­
ly, to a flight that leads into the night of existential, 
metaphysical, and finally, historical darkness." The ear­
liest record of his enduring vision is Journey to the End of 
the Night. In this novel, he allows a mask, Ferdinand Bar­
damu, to disclose to his audience the facts learned from his 
very careful, detailed and almost scientifically verifiable 
observation of the nature of his existence. And the ultimate 
conclusion that Bardamu comes to realize is that man’s exis­
tence is shrouded by an appalling darkness which renders 
that very existence absurd.
1 Allen Thiher, Cdiine: The Novel' as Delirium (New
Brunswick, New Jersey, 1972), p.
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Celine1s personal bout with darkness began during
World War I, the same starting point for the action of Jour-
2ney to the End of the Night. His youthful, enthusiastic 
approach to the war caused him to volunteer for a mission 
which "earned him a medal and a pension for 75 percent dis­
ability." He had been wounded, suffering partial paralysis 
of the right arm and an impairment of his hearing. Two years 
later, Cdline went to Africa "where to add to his woes he 
caught malaria and dysentery" (incidents which form a major 
portion of his first novel). Later in his life, he abandoned 
a secure, middle-class medical practice to "work for the 
League of Nations," a position which permitted him to travel 
to America. The experiences in America also became signifi­
cant parts of the Journey. Around 1928, "after his dismissal 
from the League of Nations, . . . C€line began writing seri­
ously." In 19 32, he published Journey to the End of the 
Night. This work demonstrates the convictions he held con­
cerning the actual significance of darkness in relation to 
man's existence. David Haymon says that, ironically, Cdline 
"attributed all of his later misery to this single, and 
singular success." Celine's later misery includes such phe­
nomenally horrid experiences as being accused of collaboration 
with the German invaders of World War II, being imprisoned 
as a traitor in a Danish prison, and finally being exiled 
from his native France from 1947-1951. He was granted an
2 David Hayman, Louis-Ferdinand Celine (New York,
1965), p. 5. References to Cdline's biography are from this 
text unless otherwise indicated.
200
amnesty and allowed to return to France and remained there 
until he died in 1961. But this later misery, obviously, does 
not form part of the knowledge of darkness which he presents 
in Journey to the End of the Might. Instead, that later mis­
ery only intensifies the validity of his belief that all ex­
istence comes to nothing more than misery and absurdity, es­
pecially the misery and absurdity of recognizing the true na­
ture of existence. We can see that his first and probably 
most impressive encounter with darkness was World War I. As 
le Docteur Destouches, physician to the poor, he gained what 
became his second most impressive knowledge of darkness.
Thus, his knowledge and the conclusions' concerning existence 
he made from that knowledge derive from personal experience.
As Haymon says, "His anger, his intransigence, his misery, ■ 
and his hatred were all as real as the crippling wounds he 
received during World War I."
Before discussing Celine's voluminous, detailed ac­
count of the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night of the 
Soul, I think it wise to look at the major ideas of Celine's 
existential viewpoint in order to better understand what he 
is doing in Journey to the End of the Night, a beautifully 
apt title for the archetype of the Dark Night.
Celine once wrote, "Le seul livre vraiment mechant de
3tous mes livres, c'est Le Voyage." And the reason for this 
feeling on his part is that it is the most documented and
3 Nicole Debrie-Panel, Louis-Ferdinand Celine (Paris, 
1961), p. 137.
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consistent penetration into the darkness of human existence 
that he ever wrote. The actual composition of the novel pre­
sented Celine with something "m£chant," something perilous. 
Because he dealt at such length with the depressing view 
that human existence is basically dark and absurd, he had to 
keep a tight hold on his own reason. Celine chose consequently 
to use the aesthetic distancing afforded him by a mask. This 
distancing thereby detached him from his own personal experi­
ence to the point of considering that personal experience as 
an object outside his own being. Curiously enough, Bardamu 
as narrator of the novel undergoes a similar process of dis­
tancing, perhaps in order to enable him to tell his life 
story with some sort of objectivity. Bardamu*s object of dis­
tancing is Robinson, who actually provides Bardamu*s aware­
ness of the darkness inherent in his own existence by contin­
uously entering and experiencing the darkness immediately 
before Bardamu. Robinson becomes Bardamu*s Jungian Shadow.
It is a masterful stroke of literary artistry, therefore, 
when at the end of the novel Robinson dies and we see Cdline 
present Bardamu as being almost totally void of human senti­
ment, of human emotional response. This annihilation of 
feeling is very closely analogous to the annihilation of 
sense perception and ego which takes place very consistently 
in the expressions of the archetypal pattern of the Dark 
Night of the Soul. And its occurrence is quite predictable, 
because it provides Bardamu with the necessary detachment to 
review the facts of his existence and to express them realis­
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tically and sincerely. When we observe Bardamu's introspec­
tive reaction to his closest companion's death— an intro­
spective reaction which lasts the entire length of the novel—  
we are convinced that his story is an accurate and logical 
interpretation of existence:
me, just me, by his side,— a quite real Ferdinand 
who lacked what might make a man greater than his 
own trivial life, a love for the life of others. I 
hadn't any of that, or truly so little of it that it 
wasn't worth showing what I had. I wasn't death's 
equal. I was far too small for it. I had no great 
conception of humanity. . . . All the rest of it had 
fallen by the wayside and even those facial expres­
sions , which are still some use by a death-bed, I'd 
lost as well. I had indeed lost everything along 
the road, I couldn't find anything of what you need 
when you're pegging out, only maliciousness.. My 
feelings were like a house you only ke|p for the 
holidays. They were barely habitable.
It is from this voided emotional state of being that Bardamu 
looks back on his life and records his viewpoint concerning 
the experiences of that life as well as his view of what 
those experiences mean. This record, then, becomes the mat­
ter of Journey to the End of the Night. It should not be 
inferred that Bardamu is unemotional or has never had emo­
tional experiences. Indeed, it is rather that his life has 
nearly drained him of all emotions. And having arrived at 
this emotional abyss, he looks back on his life with a great 
degree of detached reasonableness. He can now record his 
experiences through the accuracy of that detachment that 
helps him to decide the reliability, the significance, and 
the true correlation to reality to be observed in those ex-
4 Louis-Ferdinand Celine, Journey to the End of the 
Night, trans. John H. P. Marks (New York, 1960), p. 501.
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periences.
Allen Thiher indicates that "Celine's Bardamu has 
set himself not outside of the Time he is going to recapture 
[like Proust], but outside the Night through which he must 
journey."5 We note, then, that Bardamu, like Celine, must 
remove himself from the direct involvement with darkness in 
order to explain the nature of that darkness. This removal 
allows him to comprehend and note the minutiae of detail 
that a penetrating involvement with the darkness means for 
human existence. For Cdline, the removal from the darkness 
necessitated a firm refusal "to give in to the irrational 
forces of destruction that blind man as they propel men 
through life." From these irrational forces, however,
Celine has actually discovered a means to prevent himself 
from giving in to their destructive urges. He has channeled 
them into creative urges. By consciously, reasonably under­
standing these urges, Cdline was able to filter them through 
his imagination and turn them into the urges which plague 
Bardamu. The ultimate benefit of this aesthetic process is 
the existential realization of the darkness and absurdity 
which completely overshadow human existence. Celine says 
that "For me real objective life is impossible, unbearable.
It drives me crazy— makes me furious it's so ghastly. So I
7transpose it as I go along, without breaking my stride."
Thus, the life of Bardamu is the life of Celine in "transpo­
sition." It soon becomes apparent that the mental processes
5 Thiher, p. 12. 6 Ibid., p. 19. 7 Haymon, p. 5.
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of both the creator and the created are closely correlated, 
for both men's concerns with the dark truths of human nature 
greatly affected their minds. We will see that this concern 
led them nearly to the total darkness of insanity. Indeed, 
many of Cdline's detractors insist that he suffered from 
deep-seated paranoic tendencies. But these people do not 
take into account that Cdline had tremendous faith in the 
powers of reason. He believed that reason, specifically the 
utilization of reason to rationalize, reorganize, and objec­
tify personal experience, was the only thing that prevented 
modern man from totally succumbing to the powers of darkness 
which are inherent in his being (including the propensity for 
paranoia). Thiher sees every Cdline novel as being an out­
cry for the necessity of using reason; "Lucidity is the goal
gof every Cdlinian hero, for survival demands total awareness." 
Toward the end of the novel these ideas form a powerful dis­
cussion between Bardamu and his employer, the reknowned 
"alienist," Dr. Baryton. More will be said later of this dis­
cussion.
It is, then, reason filtered through the imaginative 
impulses which allows Celine to transpose his life onto Bar- 
damu's. And it is reason which permits Celine— from his 
vantage-point of aesthetic detachment— to observe the life of 
Bardamu and to understand that life is fundamentally dark and 
absurd. To add to this effect, we also see Bardamu achieve 
a point of reasonable detachment so that he can observe Rob-
 ̂Thiher, p. 33.
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inson's, and thus his own, existence in much the same manner.
By realizing that Bardamu*s life is Celine's in 
transposition, we can understand that Celine's aesthetic 
sources are similar to those of many other writers who have 
dealt with the archetypal expression of the Dark Night of 
the Soul. The imaginative darkness of the experiences of 
Bardamu*s life provide Celine with the material for artistic 
creation. And since he is, in effect, recording the knowl­
edge of darkness from his own being, Celine actually experi­
ences the intrusion of the unconscious archetypal urgings of 
darkness on his conscious mind. This notion is identical to 
the Jungian understanding of typical operation of archetypal 
images. Aesthetically, also, the intense frenzy and delirium 
which become the typical Celine-Bardamu approach to experi­
ence are quite recognizable as the darkness of the Dionysian 
response to existence, of which Nietzsche writes. Erika 
Ostrovsky, a Celine critic, recognizes the Dionysian quality 
of Celine's composition: "the dithyrambic quality of much
of his language, the trancelike penetration into the realm of 
man's destructive, primal drives; the dizzy stare into the
abyss; the triumph of the irrational forces of existence;
9the involvement with myth." Significantly, then, Celine's 
aesthetic involvements with the Dionysian faculties of man 
parallel his philosophical vision of man's being as totally 
concerned with darkness and absurdity. There are moments in
9 Erika Ostrovsky, Celine and His Vision (New York, 
1967), pp. 194-95.
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Bardamu1s story, for example, when he becomes completely de­
lirious, as in his experience of being sold as a galley slave 
out of Africa on a ship bound for America. And these moments 
are like poetic outpourings of dark images and impressions:
. Sun there was, that's certain; always there, as if a 
great furnace were forever being opened right in 
your face; and below that more sun, and rows and 
rows of those fantastic trees, sort of bursting let­
tuces the size of oaks, and a kind of dandelion, 
three or four of which would make a perfectly good 
chestnut tree back at home. Throw in as well a toad 
or two, as fat as spaniels, waddling desperately 
from one thicket to the next. . . .  (p. 180)
Such moments are obviously linked with Nietzsche's Dionysian 
impulse, and they are typical of the Celine-Bardamu reaction 
to existence. And, to be duly repetitive, the Celinean reac­
tion is always a recognition of two major facts of existence: 
darkness and absurdity.
It is because of this reaction that Haymon says that 
"Well in advance of his time, Celine was devoting himself 
entirely to the literature of the absurd simply because the 
absurd was in his blood and because he could not bear to in­
spect the q u o t i d i a n . A n d  Ostrovsky feels CSline is close­
ly related to the nineteenth-twentieth-century tradition in 
literature "whose central preoccupation has been with the 
sordid, absurd, desperate aspects of existence"— the tradi­
tion which numbers among its adherents: "Flaubert, Jarry,
Lautr6mont, Gide (in some measure), Artaud, the young Sartre,
11Ionesco, Genet, Michaux, Beckett, Robbe-Grillet, Du Bouchet."
As though in agreement with the many critics who con­
10 Haymon, p. 13. ^  Ostrovsky, p. 24.
sider him "le maudit," Celine once remarked "that readers
12experienced in his books a rape of conscience." Cdline
finds that everything modern man holds as ideal, every belief
tradition has provided for him, is hollow and meaningless.
His vision of sustained darkness portrays man as "totally
malevolent, stupid, absurd, grotesque, squalid, and sale
13(dirty) in the true sense of the word." Such a view of 
mankind does rape the ego, if not the conscience. Cdline finds 
nothing to admire and much to admonish in modern man, particu­
larly the multitude of deceptions which surround his exis­
tence. Celine, therefore, has to rape his readers' minds in 
order to throw off those deceptions. Debrie-Panel explains 
the way Cdline's "rape" works:
comme un podme, son oeuvre se ddveloppe vertical- 
ment; elle creuse un seul visage, celui de la des- 
tin^e humaine. Celle-ci est promise & tous les 
mensonges, & toutes les .alienations, depuis le tabac 
et I'alcool jusqu'aux ideologies fanatiques: amour,
politique, goinfrerie, sadisme, guerre. . . .  On 
comprend que Celine n'en finisse plus de dire ce 
visage torturd, et il n'en finira jamais, car, au 
bout du Voyage, il n'y a g^s d'dspdrance. Ce n'est 
qu'une faiblesse de plus.
Most of his readers can note that life, for Cdline, becomes 
a frenzied, delirious voyage during which man constantly 
hopes and seeks for some assurance of meaning to his exis­
tence, but meaning never comes. As his readers, we experi­
ence much effect by his "rape" of our consciousness, for "he 
demands not only that his characters contemplate 'the abyss
12 13Haymon, p. 8. Ostrovsky, p. 40..
14 Debrie-Panel, p. 15.
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within them, around them,'"— but he forces the reader to do
the same— "to accompany him on this dreadful night journey,
to listen to all the wailing, to descend ever lower into the
15depths of terror and pain, to understand." If, along his 
path, he must deflower the virginity of man's traditionally- 
formulated conscience, then this is a necessary rape. What 
we are asked to understand by this rape is Cdline's detailed 
knowledge of the darkness of human existence, a knowledge for­
tified by personal experience and intensified by vicarious 
experience through Bardamu, a knowledge of the archetypal en­
counter with the Dark Night of the Soul.
The novel begins with Ferdinand Bardamu1s. enthusiastic 
enlistment into the French ranks of World War I. It is dur­
ing this "tour of duty" (deline being ironically inclined to 
sneer at duty) that Bardamu meets Robinson for the first 
time and that he encounters a major part of the experience 
of the Dark Night. He says, of this initial encounter, that 
"One is as innocent of Horror as one is of sex" (p. 9).
After gaining knowledge of the horrors of War, he moves to 
an observation of the horrors of Colonialism. Bardamu flees 
the madness of Europe only to discover an equally bad mad­
ness in the French African colony of "Bikomimbo." Quickly 
finding and losing Robinson in the "heart of darkness," Bar­
damu becomes first physically and then mentally ill. He is, 
then, sold as a galley slave to a ship going to America. In 
that "land of opportunity" he encounters the terrors of civ­
15 Ostrovsky, pp. 54-55.
209
ilization in the cities of New York and Detroit. Escaping 
from the dehumanization by machinery which constitutes much 
of the horror of Detroit, from the stickiness of the "dark1 
love affair with Molly, the one woman whom he came to love 
because she loved not simply a man, but all men, and from 
the self-debasement of finding Robinson as a latrine-janitor, 
Bardamu returns to France and to the medical studies he had 
begun before the war. These experiences account for the 
first half of the novel. They tend to deal with Bardamu*s 
encounter with and discoveries about the darkness inherent in 
the macrocosmic world of objective reality. This statement 
does not mean that Bardamu remains ignorant of his own, inner 
darkness. In fact, he and Robinson, his Shadow, almost si­
multaneously come to recognize the true nature of both the 
inner and outer darkness of human existence, by coming up 
against that darkness throughout the novel. The second half 
of the novel is more limited to both Bardamu*s and Robinson*s. 
private, microcosmic encounters with darkness.
Bardamu takes up his role as doctor to the poor peo­
ple of Raney, a suburb of Paris. There, he gradually becomes 
intensely aware of the "way thei world goes, spinning in a 
night of peril and silence" (p. 323). He immerses himself in 
the lives of his patients, including another encounter with 
the emaciated Robinson who has a job working in an acid fac­
tory near Bardamu*s village. Later, Bardamu is given the tu­
bercular dispensing clinic to help ease his financial burdens. 
But eventually the pressures and horrors of medical life get
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to him and he escapes into the fantastic night of show busi­
ness. He maintains this new job until he realizes the horror 
which is spread by this mode of existence. Then, he returns 
to his profession as a psychiatric assistant to the famous 
"alienist," Dr. Baryton. Baryton's "Sanatorium" (so-called 
because it is expensive) is at Vigny-sur-Seine. Bardamu takes 
over the asylum's management when Baryton goes mad and leaves 
for England. Robinson joins the staff of the asylum. The 
novel ends shortly after Robinson's death at the hands of his 
beloved, Madelon. Wearied and further disillusioned by re­
membering the long and detailed story of his encounters with 
the darkness and absurdity, Bardamu ends the novel by simply 
saying: "— let's hear no more of all of this" (p. 509).
Cdline's motives in recording his experience with 
the Dark Night are best explained by seeking them in Bar­
damu 's attitudes. There are several moments in the novel 
when Bardamu presents us with these basic motives. The most 
significant of these motives is an idea that is recurrent in 
the expressions of the archetypal pattern. Bardamu says, 
"During this sort of protracted death agony . . . it is im­
possible to comprehend anything but the absolute truths.
You need to have undergone such an experience to have knowl­
edge forever after of the truth or falsity of the things you 
say" (p. 48). Cdline feels that the knowledge of the experi­
ences can be obtained only by personally undergoing similar 
experiences. This idea is very closely linked to the many 
references authors make to the basic ineffable nature of the
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encounter with the Dark Night. C^Line, however, recognizes 
that this encounter does open the way to knowledge of truth 
about life. Celine, like Bardamu, has found it necessary to 
relate the truths the encounter has taught him in order to 
allow someone else to gain vicariously the knowledge of those 
truths— just in case they cannot undergo the encounter per­
sonally. Indeed, not all men, even while engaged with the 
archetypal darkness, are consciously aware of what is hap­
pening to them. Jung declares that the encounter with this 
darkness is not safe for all men. Thus, Celine-Bardamu has 
taken it upon himself to help these understand: "They
didn't in the least try to understand what was happening 
around us in life; they only barely realized that the ordi­
nary madness of the world had swollen during the last months 
[of war] to such proportions that truly there was no longer 
anything stable on which to prop one's existence11 (p. 84). 
Perhaps it is because of existential loneliness that Bardamu 
feels he has to return to the rest of mankind from his level 
of emotional void to give his own existence the reality it 
needs: "There is a moment when you are all alone by yourself
and have come to the end of all that can happen to you. It's 
the end of the world. Unhappiness itself, your own misery, 
won't answer you now and you have to go back, among men, no 
matter where. One isn't difficult at moments like that, for 
even to weep you've got to get back to where everything 
starts, to where the others are" tp. 326). And despite the 
fact that Bardamu feels he "shall never believe what [men]
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say or what they think," and that "It is of men, and them
only, that one should always be frightened" (p. 11), he does
return to man to get him to listen to his story, his record
of the Dark Night of the Soul.
Cdline's preoccupation with the night journey is well-
outlined by Erika Ostrovsky:
Celine's literary universe lies' sub luce maligna. 
Heretical, full of dread, giving off a dark gleam, 
his works conjure up a host of night terrors. Gro­
tesque underground creatures, incubi, monsters, im­
beciles and grinning gargoyles, scapegoats and tor­
mentors, beasts and mockeries of men wander about in 
the shadowy zones of endless and repetitious night­
mares. The world of day, of sun and light, is 
foreign to Celine. "I don't like the sun, as you 
might well guess," he states with characteristic 
wryness. True, an almost total eclipse reigns in 
his writing so thajgonly the dark side of existence 
can reveal itself.
And, as we will see, the nature of the experience with the
Dark Night is much more detailed in Celine's Journey than in
any other modern expression of the archetype.
In order to keep some semblance of order in evaluating 
Cdline's amorphous expression of the Dark Night, I have cho­
sen to follow what becomes the basic two-fold division of 
the novel: first, the chronological, moment—by-moment ac­
cretion of the knowledge of man's dark and absurd existence 
which Cdline follows in the narrative of the novel; and sec­
ond, the more intermittent internal discoveries that actually 
help Bardamu to understand his developing knowledge of exis­
tence. These two divisions have been distinctly separated
^  Ibid., p. 29.
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in this study so that their relation to the archetypal pat­
tern may be better followed.
Section 1
Bardamu1s first encounter with the darkness of human 
existence, the beginning of his Dark Night, occurs during 
World War I. His innocence of that darkness is shown to be 
quickly dispelled when he asks, "Who could have foreseen, be­
fore getting really into the war, what was inside the foul 
and idle, heroic soul of man?" (p. 10). This realization 
constitutes the beginning of the rape of the innocence of 
horror that Bardamu displays. His most enduring realizations 
concerning the true dark nature of war involve the constant 
demand war makes in forcing him to face the possibility of 
death. This demand becomes, for Bardamu, a palpable part of 
the darkness which surrounds war: 11 In all this solid black­
ness, which you felt would never give you back your arm, if 
you stuck it out in front of your face, there was only one 
thing that was clear to me, which was— and it at least was 
very clear indeed— that the desire to kill was lurking within 
it, vast and multiform" (p. 19). Such an intense and pro­
longed encounter with the darkness of fear produces an ef­
fect on Bardamuls mind. His senses do not seem to be operating 
correctly. This concern reflects, in Celine, a very real con­
nection with the typical expressions of the archeitype of the 
Dark Night. For Bardamu, the constant fear of death produces 
a confusion in his sense perceptions. This confusion occurs 
when "After wandering a good while from shadow to shadow, one
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would begin to see a bit where one was going, or so it 
seemed. . . . But in front of you there was nothing you could 
be sure of except the echo which came and went, the echo of 
the horses' trotting hooves, which made a vast noise that 
stifled you, you wanted it so much not to be there" (p. 22).
We will note that, on many occasions, Bardamu*s encounter 
with various aspects of darkness is accompanied by a similar 
diminution of sensory perception. These moments of lulled 
senses allow Bardamu some respite from his fear and from the 
war, but these respites are very rare: "Soon the storm would
be in full force and then the thing you were trying not to 
see would be plain in front of your eyes and there*d be 
nothing you could see besides that: your own death" (p. 29).
The darkness of war also causes Bardamu to lose some 
of his sense of ego, a characteristic common to the journey 
into the Dark Night of the Soul. There are times when Bar­
damu has to trace his "way back to one's squad by smell, as 
if one had become a dog again at night in those deserted vil­
lages in war time. The odour of excrement was the best 
guide" (p. 31). Even when Bardamu is wounded and cannot re­
turn to the front, the darkness of war continues to permeate 
his mind: "Here, in hospital, as in those nights in Flanders,
death harried us— only that here we were not so closely 
threatened by it, though it was just as inexorable as it had 
been out there, once the vigilant care of the authorities had 
aimed it at you" (p- 84). Undoubtedly, then, the most endur­
ing lesson war provides for Bardamu is the knowledge of the
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fear of death. But the concurrent knowledge of the fear of 
killing is almost as strong. Murder is perhaps the darkest 
level of existence that Bardamu explores, especially the 
sanctioned murder of war:
Some soldiers who are really good at their job, 
so I had heard, experienced in the thick of battle a 
sort of intoxication and sometimes even acute sen­
sual pleasure. For my part, no sooner did I try to 
imagine a sensual pleasure of this very remarkable 
kind than I went sick for at least a week. I felt 
so incapable of killing anybody that it was defi­
nitely better for me to give it all up right away 
and not to think of trying. Not that I hadn't had 
the necessary practice— they had indeed done every­
thing they could do to give me a taste for it— but 
the gift itself was lacking. (p. 88)
War becomes, then, for Bardamu a horrifying spectacle to wit­
ness. Pol Vandromme indicates the horrifying effects war 
produced in Celine's attitude:
La guerre, gue ddcrit Celine dans Le Voyage ce n'est 
pas us d£fild militaire avec cavaliers & pom-pons; 
ce n'est pas non plus un discours sur les vertus 
viriles. C'est une prophdtie de mort, la ronde des 
dventrds, des ddcapitds, des amputds, le cort&ge de 
la ddmence pouilleuse. Il n'y a rien de noble 1&- 
dedans: c'est une saloperie infecte, un charnier ^
putride, de dans lequel de pauvres types perdent pied.
Besides the exploration of fear and death which the 
darkness of war affords Bardamu, he learns other truths about 
one of the most traditional of values, patriotism. The be­
ginning of the novel sees Bardamu deprecating the asinine 
sense of "duty" which propagandists use to get men to go off 
to battle to defend their country: "War's declared. You're
going to board the bastards on Country Number 2_ yonder and
17 Pol Vandromrne, Louis-Ferdinand Celine (Paris, 
1963), p. 87.
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you're going to smash them to bits I . . . All together now. 
Let’s have it— as loud as you can make it: 'God save Country
Number II1" {p. 5). Shortly thereafter, he sees a regiment 
of soldiers "inarching past the cafe where we were sitting, 
with the colonel in front on his horse and all, looking sim­
ply fine and as smart as you make them. I gave just one great 
leap of enthusiasm" (p. 6). His opinion of this leap changes 
quickly after he is fired at by the Germans: "Horses are
lucky. They go through war, like us, but they're not asked 
to approve of it. . . . Enthusiasm, alas, was" our dirty pre­
rogative, reserved for usl" (p. 33). The insidious quality 
of patriotism becomes a matter for derision throughout Bar- 
damu's tenure in the war. As he sees it, he learns, from 
war, that "patriotic ideals had either been slightly shaken 
or else entirely warped" (p. 57). Later, he notes that 
"while the papers were raving with appeals for every possible 
patriotic sacrifice, life went on, carefully rationed and 
full of foresight, more cunningly than ever. Such are, like 
light and shade, the two sides of the same medal" (p. 69). 
Finally, in a lengthy burlesque of patriotism, Bardamu— hav­
ing succumbed to the pressures of war by having a nervous 
breakdown— discusses the nature of patriotism with the army 
psychiatrist. Bardamu*s approach to this breakdown is wry.
He says, "When the world is all upside down and it is mad to 
ask why one is being assassinated, obviously it is very easy 
to be considered insane" (p. 59). The psychiatrist's ap­
proach is that Bardamu must be cured of his fear. In order
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to accomplish this feat, he asks of Bardamu, ’’What is the 
highest known ideal that can excite the altruistic impulses 
of the more sensitive spirit and reveal its unselfishness in 
such a way that it cannot be denied?" (p. 91). And Bardamu, 
in order to get a release from the hospital, says, "Oh, sir, 
it's patriotism!" (p. 91). As Bardamu understands it, pa­
triotism becomes a travesty, a bad joke played on the French 
people. And in the vein of the same type of black humor 
created by the defunct ideal of patriotism, war itself takes 
on an aura of absurdity.
Bardamu discovers that not only is war dark and hor­
rible but that it contains something grotesquely humorous as 
well. Celine causes Bardamu to feel something of this ab­
surdity early in his encounter with war: "The colonel per­
haps knew why those two fellows were firing and the Germans 
maybe knew it too; but as for me, quite frankly, I didn't at 
all" (p. 7). In fact, he reminds himself that he has always 
been very friendly with the Germans, even to the point of 
learning their language. For Celine, the immensity of war's 
absurdity is closely involved with its horrid, dark nature:
Lost in the midst of two million madmen, all of 
them heroes, at large and armed to the teeth! With 
or without helmets, without horses, on motor bicycles, 
screeching, in cars, whistling, sniping, plotting, fly­
ing, kneeling, digging, taking cover, wheeling, de­
tonating, shut in on earth as in an asylum cell; in­
tending to wreck everything in it, Germany, France, 
the whole world, every breathing thing; destroying, 
more ferocious than a pack of mad dogs and adoring 
their own madness (which no dog does), a hundred, a 
thousand times fiercer than a thousand dogs and so 
infinitely more vicious! (p. 9)
As divulged in this Dionysiac burst of images, Cdline sees
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war as an idiotic frenzy leading to nothing but destruction.
A full denunciation of war's absurdity occurs as Bardamu 
hears a fellow-convalescent, Princhard, give a long speech 
in which he justifies the cowardice of escaping from a war 
based on absurdities. Princhard had stolen a tin of jam so 
that he could be caught and expelled from the ranks. Instead, 
he discovers, "They now say they're going [to cover it up] 
to make a hero of me!" (p. 63). He argues that in sane, or­
dinary times he would have been tried for larceny; now he 
will simply be shipped back to the front. He, as a little 
person, finds that in war "when the great people of this 
world start loving you, it means that they are going to make 
sausage meat of you" (p. 64). He warns Bardamu that "this 
world is nothing but a vast attempt to catch you with your 
trousers down" (p. 64). His final virulent attack is on 
those authorities who denounce pacifism and who prove to him 
that "Flag worship promptly replaced divine worship, an old 
cloud already punctured by the Reformation and condensed a 
long time ago into Episcopal coffers" (p. 66). These anti­
pacifists would teach.the pacifists how to live. They would 
"tear their bowels from their bodies, their eyes from their 
sockets, and the years from their nasty dribbling lives" (p. 
66). Finally, "if there are any wretches so low as to re­
fuse to understand the sublimity" of being allowed to die 
for their country, they should in the anti-pacifists1 eyes 
bury themselves "at the far end of the cemetery, under the 
shameful epitaph of cowards without ideals: because, in-
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famous wretches, they will have forfeited their glorious 
right to any particle of the shadow cast by the monument 
which the community has raised in the central alley to com­
memorate the decent dead1 (p. 66) . Princhard becomes the 
first of several teachers who present Bardamu with lessons 
concerning the absurdity of the existence of modern man. 
Celine's knowledge of the absurdity of war is shown in his
"realization of the imbecilities, madnesses, and utter hor-
1 8 . .rors human beings are capable of" in times of war. Thus, 
Bardamu1 s first encounter during his journey of the Dark 
Night is with war, which teaches him the terrible nature of 
its darkness as well as its absurdity. But absurdity is not 
limited to war only, for later, when the war ends, Bardamu 
sees the existence of post-war man as taking place within an 
"hysterical vacuum" created by "our malignant peace" which in 
turn created "the present day, that ugly thing which is grow­
ing still and which will not for some time yet have finally 
become manure1 (p. 68) .
Superficially, Bardamu cannot find peace in France 
because it is too close to the war. He has been sent from 
the front because of his breakdown and because he has adver­
tised his opinion of war. Alienated from the current mad­
ness , he decides to go to Africa and to take up the cause of 
French Colonialism there. As he did the war, Bardamu ap­
proaches Africa with enthusiasm, the condition of hopeful­
ness which is man's most constant attitude at the beginning
■L8 Ostrovsky, p. 49.
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of new action. He expresses the recurrent hope that here, 
in this new place, he will find some meaning for his exis­
tence: "We were cruising towards Africa; the real, vast Af­
rica of limitless forest, dangerous swamps, unbroken soli­
tudes, where negro kings squatted amid a network of unending 
rivers. For a packet of Pilett blades they were going to 
barter fine long pieces of ivory with me, and birds of bright 
plumage and slaves under age. That's what I'd been promised. 
I was going to really live, so they told me" (p. 109). Bar­
damu reasons that Africa will provide him with new experi­
ence, new ideas which will help him understand life. He is 
yet to realize that he has much more darkness to get through 
in order to completely gain that understanding. For example, 
he soon discovers that Africa, too, confronts him with its 
own peculiar kind of darkness. He discovers that his ordi­
nary modes of dealing with experience, particularly a rea­
sonable reliance on sense perceptions, are no good to him in 
this different type of darkness:
It is hard to take a reasonable view of people 
and things in the tropics because of the aura of 
colour which envelops them. Things and colours are 
in a haze. A little sardine tin lying open at noon 
in the middle of the road throws off so many differ­
ent reflections that in one’s eyes it takes on the 
importance of an accident. You’ve got to be careful.
It's not only the human beings who are hysterical 
down in those parts; things get involved in it too.
Life doesn't become even barely tolerable until 
nightfall and even then the darkness is seized al­
most at once by swarms of mosquitoes,— not one or 
two or several score, but billions of them. To 
pull through under such conditions becomes a veri­
table feat of self-preservation. A carnival by day, 
a cauldron at night, it's the war again in petto.
(p. 124)
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The diminishing reliability of sensory perceptions is, as we 
have seen, a recurrently expressed notion in the accounts of 
the Dark Night of the Soul. Bardamu, then, must learn of 
Africa's darkness by means other than the normal procedures 
of sensory perception. But it is not really in regards to 
perception of the place itself that Bardamu learns of the 
most significant truths about the dark existence of Africa. 
Instead, it is the careful scrutiny of men about him which 
discloses these truths to him. He observes, for example, 
that the reality of colonialism in Africa is quite opposite 
from the European ideality of it: "Kicking niggers is the
White Man's Burden" (p. 132). (Perhaps it would be justified 
to point out that this discovery is very reminiscent of Mar­
low's when he reads Kurtz's speech which ends with "Extermi­
nate the brutes I") Bardamu is quick to attribute the dark­
ness of Africa, at least in part, to the stifling heiat of
the tropics. But, more important, he realizes that "Such 
vital energy as was not sapped by malaria, thirst and the
heat of the sun was consumed by hatreds so bitter and insis­
tent that many of the residents used to die in their tracks, 
poisoned by themselves, like scorpions" (p. 123). The inner 
darkness of man is what destroys people in Africa.
It becomes obvious to Bardamu that everyone is in 
Africa solely for gain. Bardamu, at one point, gives a sum­
mary character study of his boss: "I wouldn't have believed
that there was one single human carcass in the world capable 
of such a maximum intensity of greed" (p. 140). We must,
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however, remember that Bardamu1s own hopes for Africa in­
cluded "fine long pieces of ivory, birds of plumage, and 
slaves under age." Bardamu eventually comes to acknowledge 
the darkness of greed within his own being, and it is his 
association with the men in Africa which brings about this 
enlightenment.
Almost everyone Bardamu encounters in Africa pre­
sents him with realities of man's horrid propensities for 
darker pursuits. A shopkeeper is described as "Rotting with 
fatigue, oily, on the verge of collapse, he dreaded the 
light because of his eyes, which two years of uninterrupted 
scorching under a corrugated iron roof had dried up appall­
ingly. . . . Every bright ray of light hurt him. A vast 
mangy mole 11 (p. 134). This creature of darkness, this mole, 
has as his "second nature11 an alarming capability "To stifle 
and suffer and steal" (p. 134) . His greed is so pronounced
that he quite willingly steals two years' worth of rubber 
*
from the blacks who come to him, hoping to get at least some 
food for their labor. The blacks are forced to leave with 
nothing more than a green handkerchief. Bardamu identifies 
the dark horror of the shopkeeper who "certainly knew all the 
tricks of a roaring trade all right. Waving the great square 
of green cloth before the eyes of one of the little black kids: 
'Don't you think that's pretty, you little bug, you? Haven't 
seen a handkerchief like that before, have you, my pretty 
one; have you, ray dungheap, my little black-belly?' And 
without more ado, he tied it round the kid's, neck, dressing
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him completely" (pp. 136-37). Bardamu feels that the darkness 
he discovers in the European conquest and exploitation of Af­
rica is of a deeper and more horrifying intensity than in any 
earlier invasion of a country by another's power:
The wielder of the lash gets very tired of his 
job in the end, but the white man's heart is brimful 
of the hope of power and wealth and that doesn't 
cost anything: not a thing. Let's hear no more
about Egypt and the Tartar tyrants! In the supreme 
art of urging the two-legged animal really to put 
his back into his work, these classical exponents 
are the merest conceited amateurs. It never entered 
the heads of the antique school to give the slave a 
"Mister" before his name, to get him to vote now and 
again, to buy him his newspaper; above all, to put 
him in the front line so as to rid him of his baser 
passions! (p. 138)
European Colonialism in Africa is intolerably dark to Bar­
damu. Perhaps the only thing darker to be found there is 
the absurd retention of European customs and practices in 
the heart of a jungle.
In fact, this concern becomes a major part of Bar­
damu' s knowledge of the total absurdity of Colonialism. Bar­
damu soon realizes that "The streets, the offices and shops 
of Fort-Gono overflowed with vain desires. To do everything 
that is done in Europe, despite the hideous heat and a grow­
ing, inescapable imbecility, seemed to be the chief and 
fiercest obsession, the joy and aim of all these sentence 
servers" (p. 142). These colonials are too idiotic or too 
blinded by their personal darkness to realize that European 
practices are totally inappropriate to Africa. The result 
of their attempted enforcement of those practices is ludi­
crous : "The bloated vegetation in the gardens could barely
k
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be kept at bay within their palisades. Untamed, fierce 
sprouts flared up like nightmare lettuces round each house 
containing, like the solid great wrinkled white of an egg, 
the yolk of a slowly rotting, jaundiced European" (p. 142).
The very core of these African colonials is rotten, and their 
rottenness is only intensified by the illusions they manufac­
ture to sustain themselves. All these illusions are kept 
alive by the white population in the absurd hope of retaining 
something of their "decent," civilized way of life. They are 
too inept to see that the decency of Europe is the obscenity 
of Africa. The absurdity gets even more intense as Bardamu 
goes deeper into the heart of Africa. He has to go to "Biko- 
mimbo," the trading post deep within the darkest section of 
the French colony. On the way there, Bardamu makes a brief 
stop at Topo where he meets Lieutenant Grappa and Alcide.
Their story undoubtedly represents the depths colonial absur­
dity can reach.
Lieutenant Grappa, like all displaced European colo­
nials, tries to maintain some aura of civilized organization 
in his regiment made up of twelve black men and Alcide. Grappa 
constantly drills his subordinates so that "At Alcide*s per­
emptory 'Attack!* these ingenious warriors of his put down 
their make-belief packs and dashed wildly forward, to lunge 
imaginary bayonets at imaginary enemies" (p. 149-50). Over 
and over, Grappa has these "warriors" perform for the benefit 
of Bardamu, the only white man these people have seen in 
months. Bardamu*s reaction to their performance is in keep-
225
ing with his developing knowledge of the total dark absurdi­
ty of existence. He thinks, "To see them in open formation, 
thus assiduously gesticulating, or capering in a pattern of 
intricate and prodigiously futile movements, was depressing 
to the point of nausea" (p. 150). But Bardamu is not yet 
finished learning what the darkness of Topo means. He is 
treated, subsequently, to an exhibition of Grappa's version 
of "justice." This transplanted European concept becomes a 
grotesque outlet for Grappa's repressed sadistic tendencies. 
After complaining of disturbances caused by constant law­
suits and complaints involving the natives, Grappa focuses on 
one of the defendants in a civil case. Bardamu tells us that
the case "might" have concerned this or that, but the only
thing that matters is that Grappa had been disturbed. To 
impress Bardamu with his power, Grappa settles the case by 
giving the defendant— "a feeble old Negro draped with great 
dignity in a yellow cloth like a Roman toga"— "Twenty cuts 
of the lash for the old sod. That'll teach him to come and 
bloody well waste my time every Thursday" (p. 153). Grappa's 
illusion of justice is graphically intensified shortly there­
after by a masochistic native who delivers himself into 
Grappa's hand and insists on being beaten for a misdemeanor. 
Grappa says he is too late for the "session," and the men
had "to kick him very hard up the backside to get him out of
the camp" (p. 155).
In addition to the dark absurdity of Grappa, Alcide, 
the second-in-command, sells tobacco to his troops before they
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make money. Alcide, therefore, simply seizes their pay 
checks: "They now didn't even attempt to go and collect
their pay; they sat quietly smoking it away ahead of time 
. . . between two spells of imaginative drill" (p. 156). In­
explicably, however, Alcide turns out to be something of a 
saint, for Bardamu. Despite the fact that this old man in­
volves himself with the darkness of theft, he manages to jus­
tify himself by what Bardamu comes to realize is a rare 
streak of goodness, something he often desperately searches 
for in the human animal but can very rarely find. He says, 
"Alcide could rise to sublime heights without difficulty, 
could feel at home there; here was a fellow who hobnobbed 
with the angels. . . . Almost without noticing he had given 
these years of hardship, the annihilation of his wretched 
life in this tropical monotony, to a little girl who was 
vaguely related to him, without conditions, without bargain­
ing, with no interest except that of his own good heart" (p. 
160). Such absolute and unselfish sacrifice is almost to­
tally foreign to Bardamu1s experience with human existence* 
And when he does encounter it, he definitely recognizes it 
as a dim gleam of light in a general atmosphere of darkness*
The absurdity of Topo genuinely affects Bardamu's 
thinking. He cannot reconcile the illogical machinations of 
creating illusions of civilized existence so far from any­
thing civilized. As he puts it,
The point is that even at Topo, small as the 
place was, there was room for two methods of civili­
zation: Grappa's rather Roman system, which con-
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sisted in merely bambooing your subjects to extract 
tribute from them (and to keep a shameful tithe of 
it oneself, according to Alcide), and the Alcide sys­
tem proper, which was more complex and showed cer­
tain signs of a secondary social stage, since in it 
every native soldier has become a client: a mili­
tary-commercial combination, in fact, which is much 
more up-to-date and hypocritical,— the system we use 
to-day. (p. 156)
Perhaps the clinging to illusions at Topo and at the Head­
quarters of Fort-Gono provide the necessarily alienated Euro­
peans with some sort of reason for continuing their exis­
tence. These illusions are their raison d'etre. And as ab­
surd as these men appear caught within the web of those il­
lusions , they are still men to Bardamu. He deplores their 
lack of concern for the truth, however, and he is grateful 
when he is able to continue his journey into the heart of 
darkness.
From Topo, Bardamu goes into darkest Africa to Biko- 
mimbo. Here, he discovers to his hesitant surprise that the 
only illusion of civilization existing in this place is Rob­
inson, his immediate predecessor as representative of the 
company in this station. But Robinson's only advice to Bar­
damu before he disappears unexpectedly during Bardamuls first 
night is the three-times repeated lesson that "Everybody 
steals" (p. 173). Consequently, Bardamu is left to discover 
the nature of the darkest part of Africa alone: "X would
have plenty of time to inspect the inward and outward mys­
teries of this immense forest of leaves, this ocean of reds 
and dappled yellow, these flamboyant flowering plants, mag­
nificent no doubt for those who love Nature. I definitely
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hated it. The glamorous beauty of the tropics sickened me. 
The sight of it, my thoughts about it all, kept returning to 
me with a taste of nausea. Whatever any one says, it will 
always be a country for mosquitoes and panthers. There1s a 
place for everything" (p. 171). From this point of wari­
ness , Bardamu descends further and further into his isola­
tion and finally, as a defense against such consistent self­
probing, into physical and mental illness. We can note an 
especially important aspect of the archetypal Dark Night in 
this incident of Bardamu1s life. The constantly introspec­
tive plunge causes him to become so apathetic that "one day, 
when profoundly bored" (p. 172), he ate his pet chicken, 
Robinson's only legacy.
Another link with the archetypal pattern is discern­
ible in the incidents of Bikomimbo, also. The normally real­
istic approach to the external world of objective reality ob­
viously is not valid on the journey into the Dark Night.
The self must, somehow, obliterate its contact with the out­
side world usually in order to place its complete attention 
within itself.
This notion is presented by Celine in Bardamu*s con­
tact with the outside world of Europe and Fort-Gono. This 
contact "only brought letters stinking with abuse and ab­
surdities— and threats" {p. 172). His mother writes him to 
take care of his health, "as she used to during the war" (p. 
172). His boss writes threatening letters urging him not to 
succumb to theft and to deliver the exploited goods to Head­
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quarters. For someone, like Bardamu, who is intensely in­
volved only with the darkness of the self, such outside con­
tact necessarily becomes unrealistic and absurd. Bardamu's 
response to these things is simply that "Every evening regu­
larly about five o'clock t chattered with fever" (p. 172).
The intensity of his illness finally causes him to completely 
escape all connections with the outside world, including 
those with Bikomimbo. He "took no more quinine, so that the 
fever should hide life from me as much as possible. One 
drugs oneself with whatever's at hand" (pp. 173-74). The ut­
ter escape from outside reality is finally accomplished by 
Bardamu's return to a delirium attack much like the one which 
removed him from the front line. In the midst of this de­
lirium, he follows Robinson's example and runs away from 
Bikomimbo, from himself. Africa has meant another lesson in 
the darkness and absurdity of existence for Bardamu. It 
marks his second major stop on his sojourn into the Dark 
Night of the Soul.
The next stop Celine chose for Bardamu is New York.
The juxtaposition of the atavistic existence of Africa and 
the civilized existence of New York is obviously intentional. 
By presenting the nature of the darkness to be found in both 
locations, Cdline indicates very clearly that the true founda­
tion of all darkness is not limited to specific places.
Rather it is an element which exists in all places inhabited 
by man— an element not of place but of humanity. CSline, 
however, has not allowed Bardamu to make this realization at
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this point in the novel; Bardamu must be exposed to the civ­
ilized darkness of New York and, later, Detroit.
With characteristic enthusiasm, Bardamu approaches 
New York with hopeful expectations: "The U. S. A.! X had
arrived. That's what it does you good to clap eyes on after 
wandering about so long and getting so dried up. It makes 
life juicy again, like a fruit" (p. 187). And with the char­
acteristic disillusionment which quickly follows those hopes, 
Bardamu makes a first realization of the darker side of civi­
lized existence. He says, "I'd dropped into the one village 
which wasn't any good, though" (p. 187). He finds himself 
isolated on an island awaiting some sort of quarantine regu­
lation to be lifted. In a masterful study of the absurdity 
of governmental regulations, Cdline shows Bardamu outsmarting 
the bureaucratic officials of the immigration service. He 
convinces a local official that he possesses a marvelous and 
valuable skill which should certainly be put to use. His 
skill and its utilization bring out the absurdity of civi­
lized bureaucracy. Bardamu insists that there is real value 
in the counting and categorizing of fleas coming into the 
United States: "I believe in numbering fleas! I believe it
to be a civilizing factor, because numeration is the basis of 
statistical data of incalculable value!" (p. 188). The fact 
that a position is found for Bardamu indicates the insanity 
of the governmental penchant for statistics. But his job 
soon discourages Bardamu: "Polish fleas in one column, Yugo­
slav fleas in another . . . Spanish fleas . . .  Crimean
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crabs . . . Peruvian lice. . . . 1  had at the tip of my 
finger nails all the crawling, biting things that thrive on 
broken-down humanity. A labour obviously at once both me­
ticulous and monumental" (p. 190). The bureaucratic machine 
is so pleased with Bardamu's efforts that they promote him 
when a "flea-counting colleague was sent to an official flea- 
counting post in Alaska, to deal with the gold prospectors' 
dog teams" (p. 190). The vacancy gives Bardamu the chartce 
to get to New York City where he quickly becomes lost in the 
crowd.
He enters the city, again, with his characteristic 
hopefulness. Perhaps here, he feels, he could find money, 
become rich and say, "Mademoiselle . . .  I am rich, very 
rich . . .  pray tell me what you would like for supper" (p. 
205). But Bardamu stops this kind of thinking abruptly. 
Celine shows that he is beginning to learn that hope only 
engenders the darkness of disillusionment and subsequent 
despair. Bardamu ridicules himself for his idle dreams:
Then everything would become simple at once, ut­
terly, divinely simple, everything which a moment 
before was so complicated. The whole thing would 
change and a horribly hostile world would roll to 
your feet, a sly, soft, silent, velvet ball. At the 
same time, too, maybe you'd lose that wearing habit 
of dreaming about success and the happiness of 
wealth because now you could put out your finger and 
touch all that. . . . The life of penniless people 
is one long refusal of a long delirium, and actually 
one only knows, one can only be delivered from, what 
oneself possesses. For ray part, so many dreams had 
I picked up and abandoned that the wind whistled 
through my disgustingly tattered and tumble-down 
conscience. (p. 205)
This passage is quite typical of Bardamu's darker moments of
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introspection, an action which is quite typical of the Dark 
Night archetype. Such introspection occurs in this novel 
frequently, but it will be dealt with in detail later. Here, 
the introspection is aimed at showing the absurd uselessness 
of hope. Hope is satirized by becoming the dream within a 
dream. Bardamu1 s attempt at poking fun with his own dream- 
nature indicates his growing awareness of the pervading dark­
ness within his own being and within the whole of human exis­
tence. Illusions, he discovers, are a dark reality in civi­
lized existence, just as they were in Africa. Bardamu, then, 
must learn the true nature of those illusions if he is to 
come to a total awareness of the meaning of existence.
The extent of the illusions of civilization are in 
part represented by Bardamu's encounter with movies. He 
realizes the deceptive security of entering these escape 
routes which are actually the immobility of movie houses: "It 
was pleasant inside the movie house, warm and comfortable. 
Immense organs, as gentle as those in a cathedral, but a warm 
cathedral, as rich as thighs. Not a moment lost. You plunge 
straight into an atmosphere of warm forgiveness. You only 
had to let yourself go to feel that the world had at last be­
come indulgent. Already you almost did think that" (pp. 200- 
201). Bardamu soon discovers, however, that the movie ends 
and that he must return to the streets. Thiher explains Bar­
damu' s attraction for the movies: "In New York Bardamu must
go to the cinema to inoculate [sic] himself with a little 
'delire' in image, since a dose of hallucination in images
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19is an antitoxin for the city's insanity." The power of 
the movie-illusions are great, for Bardamu insists he retains 
for "two whole days after that" the courage to face life.
Eating places in the civilized world are also creators 
of illusion. They are so well-lighted, these delicatessens, 
that "if for a moment they lifted us from out of our accus­
tomed darkness, it was all part of a plan. There was some 
idea of the proprietor's behind all this. I felt distrust­
ful" (p. 206). Bardamu's reaction is an intuitive distrust 
for the darkness of capitalistic practices. His detailed re­
action is characteristic of the confusion caused to sensory 
perception by the experience of the Dark Night. The fact 
that capitalists hide their true dark nature in the blinding 
lights of neon signs jolts his normally reliable sense per­
ceptions: "It has a weird effect on you after days of shadow
to be bathed all of a sudden in a flood of light. Personally, 
it added a little extra craziness to everything for me. Not 
that that required much doing" (p. 206). Until Bardamu can 
become used to the reality of civilized darkness, his senses 
will obviously remain unreliable interpreters of what goes 
on around him. He says, "I was lost in a tornado of unfamil­
iar sensations here. There comes a moment between two civili­
zations when one finds oneself struggling in a vacuum" (p.
197). It takes Bardamu time to learn that the modes of civi­
lized darkness often are actually manifested in terms of 
glaring, blinding lights which consequently keep man from
19 Thiher, p. 21.
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the truth of existence.
New York's Broadway exposes Bardamu to yet another 
area of darkness in civilization, the darkness of crowds.
The sight of the street, with its jostling crowd of indiffer­
ent people, depresses him: "Like a running sore this unend­
ing street, with all of us at the bottom of it, filling it 
from side to side, from one sorrow to the next, moving to­
wards an end no one has ever seen, the end of all the streets 
in all the world” (p. 192). Crowds affect Bardamu with the 
sensation of the loss of ego which often is expressed as part 
of the archetypal experience of the Dark Night. He becomes 
horrified by how "maddening it is to realize how completely 
men are walled away from each other, like so many houses"
(p. 200). The inanimation caused by the over-mobility of 
crowds, the reduction of identity to a member of an ant-heap 
is destructive of the concept of self. Later, Bardamu real­
izes that the most destructive element in crowds is the 
ironic isolation which they produce: "In Africa I had indeed
found a sufficiently frightful kind of loneliness but the 
isolation of this American ant heap was even more shattering" 
(p. 202). In a crowd, Bardamu senses that man loses all the 
sense of separateness, the sense of self that creates the ego 
within his being. In a desperate attempt to rebuild his 
smashed ego, Bardamu laments the facts of civilized darkness 
to an old friend: "I confessed that I had reached that stage
of misery and weakness where anybody and anything fills you 
with fear, and that1 [America] terrified me . . . particularly
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on account of the vast indifferences towards me which, as 
far as I was concerned, was what it stood for" (p. 212). 
Civilized indifference creates the darkness of the voided 
ego, a lesson Bardamu learns swiftly on his night journey.
His ego is given another startling blow by his ob­
servation of an obscene darkness in New York. He explains 
to us how he "had already seen quite a number of people dis­
appear down . . .  a hole . . . from the street and come out 
again. It was in this subterranean resort that they went 
about Nature's need" (pp. 193-94). Bardamu, accustomed to a 
more private and modest manner of accomplishing this task, 
becomes thoroughly appalled at the civilized way in which 
the crowds of New York go about it: "Among men, that way,
without fuss, and to the tune of laughter and encouragements 
from all around, they settled down to it as to a game of 
football" (p. 195). Bardamu ultimately finds their practices 
disturbingly dark, obscene, and absurd: "Sudden vulgar, di­
gestive debauchery and discovery of joyous communism in 
filth; I disregarded each of these baffling aspects of the 
same question" (p. 196) .
The final knowledge of darkness that Bardamu gains 
while in New York is the peculiarly civilized attitude toward 
money. While walking along the streets of Manhattan, he dis­
covers that this was "the valuable district . . .  the home of 
gold" (p. 192). Bardamu wanders around the section and dis­
covers people there have made a complete religion out of 
money. The area is "filled with gold, a miracle indeed"
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where one can hear the "din of jingled dollars, the Dollar 
which is always too light, a veritable Holy Ghost, more 
precious than blood itself" (p. 192). This dark religion 
has its own ritual which must be observed:
When the faithful enter their bank, you mustn't 
think they can take what they want for themselves as 
they please. Not at all. They communicate with Dol­
lar, murmuring to Him through a little grille! In 
fact, they make their confession. Very little noise, 
dim light, a tiny guichet set between lofty columns, 
that is all. They do not swallow the Host. They 
lay it against their heart. I couldn't stay there 
long admiring them, I had to be following the crowds 
in the street between those flat, shadowy walls.
(p. 192)
After his encounter with New York's darkness, Bar­
damu moves on to discover that of Detroit. Here, initiation 
into the world of factories and machines teaches him even 
further depths of the darkness of civilized existence. Here, 
men lose all sense of personal self as they desperately com­
pete to be hired by the factories: "Hardly any one spoke
English in this crowd. They gazed at one another distrustful­
ly, like animals used to being thrashed. A urinous, sweaty 
smell rose from their ranks, like at the hospital. When 
they talked to you, you avoided their mouths, because the 
poor already smell of death inside" (p. 222). But Bardamu*s 
ultimate loss of ego occurs when he realizes he is being de­
humanized by the machinery around him. As he says, "One was 
turned by force into a machine oneself, the whole of one's 
carcass quivering in this vast frenzy of noise, which filled 
you within and all around the inside of your skull and lower 
down rattled your bowels, and climbed to your eyes in infi-
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nite, little, quick unending strokes” (p. 224). The inten­
sity of this horror compels Bardamu to make an extensive in­
trospective study of the effects on him. He says that at 
first, "You resist . . .  you find it difficult to dislike 
your own substance; you long to stop it all and be able to 
think about it and hear your heart beating clearly within 
you. . . . Disaster is in this unfortunate steel trap, and 
we, we're spinning round in it with the machines, and with 
the earth itself" (p. 224). Soon, the powers of the machine 
prove greater and more efficient than those of the human:
"And it's all over. . . . Everywhere you look now, every­
thing you touch, is hard. And everything you still manage to 
remember something about has hardened like iron and lost its 
savour in your thoughts" (p. 225). In the depths of this ut­
ter abyss of lost ego, Bardamu feels he grows old, "disgust­
ingly old. Life outside you must put away; it must be turned 
into steel too, into something useful. You weren't suffi­
ciently fond of it as it was, that's why. So it must be made 
into a thing, into something solid. By Order" (p. 225). Un­
like the aesthetic transposition of life which creates a vi­
tality, a dynamic and organic art, the transposition of life 
by machine is dark, deadly still, and inanimate. This feel­
ing of inertia, of deadliness, is a typical reaction to the 
occurrences of the archetypal experience with the Dark Night. 
Bardamu*s realization of the dehumanizing effect of machinery 
adds to his knowledge of the dark nature of civilized being.
There is one more aspect of the macrocosmic approach
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to the darkness of the objective world with which Cdline 
deals. This aspect, like the inherent darkness within man, 
appears as a universal factor in all human existence, accord­
ing to Celine. It is the darkness of poverty. Celine ex­
plores the ever-pervading effects of poverty in all places 
where Bardamu visits. Celine indicates that poverty is a 
timeless state of being which will endure, like all of manls 
darkness, throughout the existence of mankind. Indeed,
Celine has Bardamu divide the people of the world into "two 
human races on the earth, the rich and the poor, and that 
they aren't at all the same" (p. 77). During the war Bardamu 
encountered the poor, those who "lived on the filth which ac­
cumulates about the human soul after long years of servitude—  
impotent hatreds rotted by the piddling idleness of communal 
living rooms" (p. 85). The French slum affects Bardamu's 
sensibility immensely: "In the great hazy desert around a
town, where its luxury, ending in rottenness and slime, is 
proved to be a lie, the town presents its posterior among the 
dustbins to all who wish to see" (p. 92). While in Africa, 
Bardamu witnesses an enormous population of poor and his re­
action to them is quite characteristic: "The black race
stinks in its poverty, its endless little vanities, the ob­
scenity of its resignation: just like our own poor, in fact,
except that they have more brats about the place and less 
dirty washing hanging up, and less red wine" (p. 141). Pov­
erty, then, is a universal darkness, the knowledge of which 
becomes a part of C61ine's expression of the Dark Night. The
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general effect of this darkness on human existence is simi­
lar to the total abandonment of ego and the total annihila­
tion of sense perception— both characteristic reactions to 
the archetype. As Bardamu indicates, "There's a point of 
poverty at which the spirit isn't with the body all the time. 
It finds the body really too unbearable. So it's almost as 
if you were talking to the soul itself. And a soul's not 
properly responsible" (p. 223). There is no transcendence 
of the soul to a heavenly state in Celine's poverty, but only 
the disgusted, reproachful soul refusing to have anything to 
do with the vermin-ridden body. Poverty is another black 
joke which Celine feels is played on man.
Celine does not end Bardamu*s journey into the night 
with his departure from America and the subsequent return to 
France. Instead, what he does is to telescope the novel's 
concern to Bardamu*s further experience with the darkness as 
a more microcosmic view. He restricts Bardamu*s movements so 
that he can dissect Bardamu*s knowledge of the darkness 
gained from his more private life, that of the professional 
medical man.
Section 2
The remainder of this study will be an examination 
first of Bardamu's contacts with the darkness of existence 
as he works at his profession; second an overall look at 
Bardamu*s specific kind of introspection as it occurs 
throughout the novel. This necessary restricting of concern 
will allow us to arrive at an understanding of the nature of
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Bardamu*s experience and his knowledge of the darkness.
By the time he begins his professional career, the 
characteristic naive hopefulness with which we have seen 
Bardamu approaching almost every phase of his life is some­
what dampened. He is older and much more aware, much less 
innocent than when he was as "innocent of Horror as he was 
of sex." He says, in the subdued voice of a man who has ma­
tured:
Studies change you, they make a man proud. Before, 
one was only hovering around life. You think you are 
a free man, but you get nowhere. Too much of your 
time's spent dreaming. You slither along on words.
That's not the real thing at all. Only intentions 
and appearances. You need something else. With my 
medicine, though I wasn't very good at it, I had 
come into closer contact with men, beasts and crea­
tion. Now it was a question of pushing right ahead, 
foursquare, into the heart of things. Death comes 
chasing after you, you've got to get a move on, and 
you have to find something to eat too, while you're 
searching and dodge war as well. That makes an aw­
ful lot of things to do. It isn't easy. (p. 239)
The element of hope is only vaguely reminiscent of his ear­
lier expressions. It is restricted, here, to a mere wish 
that some meaning will be granted to his life by his "push­
ing right ahead" into the work of his profession. Such move­
ment will help provide instances of contact which will per­
haps aid him in making some sense of his own life. Bardamu 
goes from horror to horror as a doctor, providing as much 
medical attention as he can to the suffering patients of 
Raney. But despite his efforts, the patients still die, and 
those that do not continue to rot from disease. His quest 
for meaning ends with the same futility he had found else­
where. It would be impossible to enumerate all the dark en­
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counters, diseases, injuries, and deaths which he experiences 
as a doctor. A few examples will serve to indicate the ex­
tent of this penetration into the darkness of human existence.
Bardamu's practice at Raney makes him aware of the 
darkness of life in such a limited place: "A waste of build­
ings fast in a black quagmire. Chimney stacks, tall or 
short, looking the same from a distance as stakes in seaside 
mud. And we ourselves inside all that” (p. 237). His knowl­
edge of the darkness of the place is, however, completely 
overshadowed by his ensuing discoveries of the darkness of 
the people who inhabit the loathsome place. To indicate the 
horror of the intimate life of a small village, Bardamu tells 
us the story of the couple who gain sexual satisfaction only 
after the horrid mutilation of their little girl "until she 
could not yell any longer" (p. 265) . This incident distresses 
Bardamu so deeply that it touches off a profound inner apathy. 
This darkness is so intense that it takes him almost immedi­
ately to the sterile and inert center of the Dark Night of 
the Soul. He has tremendous difficulty in rationalizing his 
sense of helplessness caused by his observation of this ob­
scene horror. The only conclusion he can reach is that by 
understanding the darkness of this couple he may perhaps 
gain enough knowledge to help him cope with some later and 
maybe greater encounter with darkness:
I wasn't any use at all. I couldn't do anything. I 
simply stood there and listened as always, as I did 
everywhere. Still, I think I somehow gained strength 
listening to this thing, strength to go on further, 
an odd sort of strength, and next time, I felt, why.
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next time I would be able to go deeper, and hear 
other cries that I had not heard yet or which I had 
not been able to understand before, because there 
seem always to be some cries beyond those which one 
has heard, cries which one has not yet heard or un­
derstood. (p. 265)
With this rationalized hope in mind, Bardamu goes from pa­
tient to patient hoping to effect his cures and to earn a 
successful living. All he finds are more instances of dark 
horror which exist in the human animal: ’’These sick people
. . . showed me, one after another, all the horrible deformi­
ties hidden away in their hearts which they revealed to no 
one but me" (p. 243). The hideousness to which his practice 
exposes him includes the loss of B^bert, a child whom he had 
grown to like. He had tried to save Bdbert's life by going 
to Paris to get the advice of an authority on typhoid, his 
old teacher from medical school, Parapine. This old profes­
sor presents Bardamu not with the needed guidance but with a 
complete survey of the absurdities of scholarly life, partic­
ularly the absurdity of medical research. The only conclu­
sion Bardamu brings back to Bebert is that le Docteur Para­
pine "had learnt so many things in twenty years, so many dif­
ferent and contradictory facts about typhoid that it had be­
come very difficult for him now— one might almost say impos­
sible for him— to make any definite or concrete pronouncement 
on the subject of this very ordinary malady and its cure" (p. 
281). Others of his patients present him with similar 
glimpses into the darkness and futility of human existence. 
For example, one woman, each time she became pregnant, never 
failed to go to the midwife (p. 255). When she had not sue-
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ceeded in being aborted, Bardamu tried to get her to a hos­
pital to stop her bleeding. Her mother, afraid of scandal, 
refuses. Bardamu is completely overwhelmed by the stupidity 
of the situation. In fact, it leads him to another bout 
with the inertia and accidie of the Dark Night. He says,
"Too great humiliation, too much trouble leads to absolute 
inertia. The world is too heavy a burden for you to live.
You give up. . . .  I had been so long overcome by depression 
myself, I'd been sleeping so badly, that in this chaos I was 
no longer in the least interested as to whether any one thing 
happened before anything else" (p. 259).
In order to gain a respite from the intolerable con­
ditions of Raney, Bardamu takes on the local clinic for dis­
pensing treatment and medicine to tubercular patients. These 
patients confront him with the ugliest and most ludicrous ex­
ample of the darkness which sickness will create in man:
"The patients I had were people of the locality, of this 
semi-village never quite free of its mud, sunk in refuse and 
bordered by lanes of palings, where over-developed, morbid 
little girls, playing truant from school, picked up from 
some old beast a couple of francs, potato chips, and gonor­
rhea" (p. 331). But their habitation is not the darkest 
fact about these people. These people, like many otheirs he 
had met, display the darkness of greed, "counting on their 
t.b. to remove them from the state of absolute penury they 
had always lived in to the relative poverty of life on a 
minute government pension" (p. 331). Their activities Bar-
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damu finds nauseating, as they long "for the definite, tested 
presence of bacillae in their sputum" which would mean getting 
ready money. This darkness is more horrid than their physi­
cal illnesses. It is, again, part of the absurdity to be 
found in the human beast: "they were materialists entirely
cooped up in their lousy plans to retire on the strength of 
having spat blood really positively" (p. 332). Finally, the 
horrors of being exposed to such darkness so overwhelm Bar­
damu that he decides to leave the medical profession.
He then "escapes" into the glitter of show business.
He discovers a "silent role" as a "Pasha" for an act which 
is presented between films in a cinema. At first, he enjoys 
his position very much. But one night he hears the show 
girls sing a "blues" song which "became louder than life it­
self and inclined everything towards misfortune. And as they 
sang, I could no longer think of anything but the sadness of 
the world and my own; damn them, their song turned my heart 
sour within me" (p. 360). The song comes to symbolize all 
the darkness of show business which affects Bardamu just as 
intensely as the darkness of medicine. Here, he feels that 
"we were spreading ourselves in unhappiness and sadness" (p. 
360). Not only did these people suffer within themselves, 
but they spread that suffering onto an already suffering 
audience. The thought becomes unbearable for Bardamu, and 
he refuses to go on spreading the darkness of unhappiness in 
the guise of entertainment: "Our real misery, the ultimate
misery, entertains us thus" (p. 361). This experience is so
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shattering that it gives way to another almost total mental 
collapse: Bardamu's delirium concerning the spirits of the
dead. This delirium will be the subject of a closer view 
somewhat later in this study.
Having no where else to go, Baradamu returns to his 
old teacher, Parapine, who helps him get a job at the Bary- 
ton Sanatorium where Parapine is a staff member. Under the 
subsequent guidance of Baryton, Bardamu learns a great deal 
about the darkness of insanity. He decides that "All that 
makes a lunatic is the ordinary ideas of mankind shut up very 
tight inside a man's head. The outer world held well at bay 
and that's enough. Then the mind gets like a lake without 
an outlet; it's a head bolted and barred, infected, stagnant" 
(p. 414). But Bardamu's well-trained eye discerns other 
evidence of darkness besides insanity at Baryton's establish­
ment. Baryton's own child is forced to grow into adulthood,
living in the midst of these insane people. This knowledge
has a most disquieting effect on Bardamu. In addition, Bar­
damu discovers that Baryton has a tremendous distrust for 
Parapine, and this distrust takes the form of an insidious 
darkness which greatly annoys Bardamu.
Baryton, unable actually to accuse Parapine of' mad­
ness, constantly refers to the fact that he feels the doctor
is suffering from an acute case of "overconviction" (p. 419). 
Baryton thinks Parapine is firmly convinced that he is so 
self-sufficient as to be always right- Why, Parapine once 
told him that "'Nothing exists, Mr. Baryton, between the
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penis and mathematics. Nothing at all! It's a vacuum1" (p. 
418). And to top it allf Parapine refuses to speak to Bary­
ton any longer, waiting, in Baryton*s terms, for "an Age of 
Mathematics" (p. 418). (One wonders what would have hap­
pened had Celine known of the nature of computerization when 
he composed this scene: Parapine would have arrived at his
ideal.) Bardamu, as we will note later, has to apply some 
psychoanalytical practices to come to terms with Baryton*s 
motives in discussing Parapine. He discovers, ultimately, 
that Baryton*s anger is a Dionysian release of his repressed 
jealousies of modern psychology coupled with his repressed 
desire to be an experimental psychiatrist. Parapine is the 
conscious object of the projection of those repressed urges. 
And Parapine, having been both experimental and practical 
scientist, is aware of Baryton's difficulties; so he remains 
silent. To retain his sanity Baryton must discover his true 
motives for himself.
In a very long speech delivered to Bardamu, Baryton 
screams out against the "exponents of modern psychiatry, [who] 
by dint of superconscious analyses, are thrusting us down 
into the abyss! Down to the nethermost depths, I tell you!” 
(p. 423). Baryton, as he readily informs Bardamu, has al­
ways relied on older, more proved techniques of treatment 
such as electro- and hydro-therapy. He, unlike the newer 
school of psychiatrists, never gives "the impression of be­
ing one who is subject to tribulation of mind or emotional 
exaggerations" (p. 419). Baryton is convinced— indeed to
247
the point of "overconviction"— that man must hold hard to 
reason. Modern psychiatry, he insists, destroys reason, and 
Baryton believes that, as a consequence, "We have our hands 
full of the remnants of our human understanding, sticky with 
them, grotesque, contemptible, putrid" (p. 423). For Bar­
damu, the old alienist displays more madness than the accused 
Parapine. Baryton continues to rant that since 1900 "onwards 
the world in general and psychiatry in particular frantically 
raced to see who could be most perverse, salacious, original, 
more disgusting, more creative. . . .  The conscious mind was 
a bore, apparently. . . . We've begun to give Sodom a chance 
and from that moment we've started having 'impressions' and 
'intuitions'" (p. 424). Baryton ends his tirade with the as­
sertion that everyone knows "man is nothing but arrested pu­
trescence" (p. 425) as death and the subsequent decay prove- 
Bardamu, not at all sure how to handle the cries of 
Dr. Baryton, decides to use psycho-analytical study of the 
old man to understand him. It is then that Bardamu concludes 
that the "critical tirades," as he termed them, were simply 
the manufactured, projected images of Baryton's. repressed de­
sires to engage in modern psychiatric experimentation. Bar­
damu sees that the poor old man had been confined to the 
practice at his asylum all his life, and with all the admin­
istrative duties, too. Bardamu concludes that "His ego was 
being choked by routine" (p. 426). Shortly after Bardamu 
makes these deductions, Dr. Baryton "cut himself loose by 
means of an altogether most regrettable scandal" (p. 426).
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Bardamu had been teaching him English and has just introduced 
the good doctor to the profound expression of futility and 
despair in the Renaissance poets. Baryton identified so soul- 
shatteringly with the turmoil, distress and doubt of these 
English poets that he threw up his practice and fled from his 
asylum to tour Europe for the remainder of his life. Bardamu 
says, "X considered myself somehow responsible for this de­
bacle" (p. 435). But Bardamu later discovers that the old 
doctor had really taught him a very important discovery con­
cerning the nature of reason in relation to man's existence. 
Too much reason, too much "overconviction," can be just as 
dark as the darkest moment of the archetypal experience with 
the Dark Night.
Celine plays with a great finesse on the theme of ab­
surdity in these incidents which finally convince Bardamu that 
the old doctor is mad. Bardamu begins to observe him more and 
more carefully, and one day he notices that in their conversa­
tion they "burbled at each other about everything and nothing 
under the sun" (p. 430). Shortly before this moment, Bardamu 
had developed "a certain uneasiness" about his own mind. He 
feels that he, for some unknown reason, is coming quite close 
to succumbing to the darkness of insanity: "I hovered on the
dangerous outskirts of the mad, on their border line, so to 
speak, always being pleasant-spoken with them" (p. 426). 
Madness has a dark allurement which appeals to Bardamu*s. curi­
ous intellect. As a sort of supreme test of his ego, Bardamu 
feels the doors and the ground slipping, as if he "were
2^9
seized by the desire to go a little further, so as to know 
if Ihe] would have the strength even so to recover [his] rea­
son" (p. 426). This perilous encounter with madness causes 
Bardamu to "think of nothing besides [his] reason" (p. 426). 
Ostrovsky says this incident in the novel reveals Celine's
"tendency to explore to the fullest the dangerous and hor-
20rible aspects of existence." Certainly, this tendency dom­
inated Celine's aesthetic vision, and hence Bardamu's life.
Just as Baryton succumbs from an "overconviction" of the 
powers of his hard reason, so Bardamu is presented with po­
tentially the same problem. So that he can stop doubting 
his sanity, he must get rid of Baryton. As Bardamu says, "In 
the end, I made him disappear, even so. But it needed tremen­
dous cleverness to do it" (p. 431). Bardamu proceeds to run 
Baryton off by introducing him to the Renaissance despair for 
the uselessness of life as well as the stoicism of "carpe diem." 
Finally, Baryton says, "my whole career has been one long, 
careful and detailed proof of a steadfast hardness of heiart, 
either immediate or delayed. How can it be possible for me 
to have come, in the course of a few short months, to abjure 
all this? Yet here I am, mentally and physically in this 
condition of self-detachment and benevolence" (p. 437).
Baryton leaves the asylum in Bardamu's capable hands. In so 
doing, Baryton becomes the third great teacher to instruct 
Bardamu in the ways of absurdity.
The preceding discussion has presented Bardamu*s many
Ostrovsky, p. 104.
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encounters with various darknesses and absurdities of the 
world around him, his public life so to speak. But Celine 
wishes us to be aware of another level of Bardamu's aware­
ness of darkness, a private level. This awareness is some­
thing that Celine, and hence Bardamu, is very reticent about. 
It involves those aspects of his existence which are exclu­
sively centered about his private life, his peculiarly indi­
vidualistic encounters with his own particular types of dark­
ness and absurdity. Cdline dramatizes these encounters in 
the second half of the novel; however, a sufficient number 
of them occur in the first half as well.
Often, as we can note from the lengthy experience with 
the world at large, Bardamu gains sufficient knowledge of the 
darkness through his encounters with other men. The most ob­
vious case in point is Robinson. Celine is so consistent in 
his treatment of Robinson that there is no doubt he is to be 
taken as a symbol of Bardamu*s Shadow-self- Celine's critics 
agree that there is no mistaking the fact that he intended 
Robinson to be Bardamu's "double." And most of them have 
noted that Robinson, like Bardamu, is "another furtive crea­
ture of the night, striving to 'see clearly,' to retain his
lucidity as his only defense against the forces of universal 
21hostility." From the moment when Robinson precedes Bardamu 
in attempting to surrender to the German forces during World 
War I , then to extorting money from an old couple by pretend­
ing friendship with their dead son, through the many other
^  Thiher, p. 33.
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encounters until the moment he dies, Robinson teaches Bar­
damu the nature of the darkness within himself. He becomes 
the fourth great teacher to help Bardamu gather his thoughts 
together to understand the generally dark and absurd nature 
of human existence. In the early part of the novel, Robinson 
does not become a part of the sustained action. He appears 
intermittently, always preceding Bardamu in discovering the 
secret of some particular kind of darkness. In the latter 
half of the novel, however, much of the action directly in­
volves Bardamu's more frequent contacts with Robinson. Rob­
inson, who works near Raney, returns to see Bardamu. It is 
as though Bardamu intuitively had felt the oncoming encroach­
ment of darkness whenever Robinson comes around: "and Robin­
son did not miss one jot of all this latent uneasiness exist­
ing between us" (p. 29 3). Bardamu, who becomes more and more 
distracted, says, "As soon as I was alone with Robinson, I 
tried to make him understand that I did not at all want to 
see him again" (p. 294). The anxiety of being exposed to new 
darkness when Robinson is around only increases Bardamu*s dis­
gust and hatred for the nature of human beings- Bardamu 
says, "I myself had become thoroughly depressed, just seeing 
him around my place. I already had all the difficulty in the 
world not to let my own dejection overcome me completely. . . . 
So that to listen to his lamentations as well was really more 
than I could bear" (p. 295). But Robinson continues to re­
main involved with Bardamu's life until his death. This con­
tinuing confrontation with Bardamu is a necessary requisite
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for full knowledge of the darkness - It is the confrontation 
of the ego with the Shadow self in order to achieve the 
Jungian balance of sanity, integration of personality. And 
Robinson represents an objectification of the encounter Bar­
damu has with the dark, primitive urges necessary to the 
Dionysian release. Finally, Robinson is all that is dark, 
all that must be understood along the journey into the Dark 
Night. When Robinson becomes involved with the attempted 
murder of an old woman in the village, Bardamu completely 
understands the true meaning of the dark desire to kill: "The
impulse to murder which had suddenly come over Robinson seems 
to me to be more in some way an improvement on what I'd no­
ticed till then, in other people, who were half hating, half 
kindly, always irritating, in the indecisiveness of their 
attitude. Decidedly, through having followed Robinson in the 
dark as far as this, I had learned a number of things" (p. 
307). Bardamu finally realizes Robinson's role as precursor 
into the darkness. This does not, however, mean that Bardamu 
accepts all of Robinson's purpose: "now that it was a ques­
tion of opening one's eyes in the dark, I was almost just as 
glad to keep them shut. But Robinson seemed determined that 
I should open them, that I should realize" (pp. 312-13). Rob­
inson's determination is that same "tendency to explore to 
the fullest the dangerous and horrible aspects of existence" 
which we have seen before. Bardamu's intellectual curiosity 
forces him to keep Robinson within view. In an attempt to 
make Bardamu aware of the true nature of hope, Robinson ex­
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plains to Bardamu that his whole life has been one vain at­
tempt to satisfy the idealism fostered in him by a "lady's 
crepe-de-chine chemise [that] had had an extraordinary effect 
on him. . . .  [It] had provided Robinson with grounds for 
endless depressing comparisons for the rest of his life" (p. 
324). Robinson shows how his entire life, since this moment, 
has been nothing but disillusionment. The complete depth of 
Robinson's personal knowledge of darkness is not yet achieved, 
however. Shortly after his re-encounter with Bardamu at 
Raney, Robinson is blinded during his murder-attempt; and 
Bardamu realizes that Robinson must now cope with another 
"private darkness" (p. 325). This blindness is an additional 
level of meaning which Celine uses to intensify the irony of 
human hope when confronted with the human predicament. As 
though Robinson's earlier sight had allowed him to view in their 
most profound meanings the manifestations of human darkness, 
his present blindness actually causes him to become unable 
to identify those manifestations. He leaves Raney to go to 
Toulouse to engage in a business enterprise with the old 
woman he had tried to kill. They will set up shop in a 
cathedral catacomb to show off the mummified remnants of 
some buried there. Robinson, in his blindness, shrugs off 
the reality of his nature and decides to marry a local girl, 
Madelon. Bardamu comes to visit and is profoundly shocked by 
Robinson's intentions, by Robinson's unreasonable resurgence 
of hope.
In a very meaningful scene, the three of them walk out
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along the banks of a river near Toulouse. They see a mil­
lionaire's yacht on the river. From the boat comes the 
strain of singing:
Ferme tes jolis yeux, car les heures sont breves. . .
Au pays merveilleux, au doux pays du re-e-eve.
Ferme tes jolis yeux, car la view n'est qu'un 
songe . . .
L 1amour n'est qu'un menson-on-on-ge . . .
Ferme tes jolis yeuuuuuuuuxl—
(p. 399) .
Bardamu, Robinson, Madelon are enchanted by the song. Fi­
nally, the people on the yacht invite them aboard to help 
celebrate the master's birthday. During this brief encounter 
with the patronizing rich, Bardamu is shocked by Robinson's 
"remembering all sorts of things that never happened. . . . Fill­
ing the old gent up with it . . . But, good God, it was lies 1
Anything he could think of to put himself on a level with the 
old gentleman. . . .  It annoyed and distressed me to hear him 
hold forth like this" (p. 402). Bardamu, quite used to Robin­
son's penchant for truth, is appalled by Robinson's potential 
for hypocrisy. But the agitation is short-lived, for Bardamu 
soon "saw fit to tell them, in order to justify their invita­
tion, which I had badly on the brain, that in asking me onto 
their boat, they were entertaining one of the most distin­
guished medical men of Paris" {p. 402). The preceding scene,
I think, is a very fine one for indicating the manner in 
which Celine uses Robinson as a guide for Bardamu's descent 
into the hellish terrain of human existence. Bardamu is made 
totally aware of the darkness of his own being first by ob­
serving and then by imitating Robinson's exaiqple.
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Shortly after this, when Bardamu goes to work at 
Baryton*s asylum, thoughts of Robinson begin to plague him: 
"just when," he says, "I was beginning to fix up a good, new 
little peace of mind for myself" (p. 445). And true to the 
nature of the Shadow, Robinson brings darkness to Bardamu 
again. But this time, it is the knowledge of the ultimate 
darkness of human existence that Robinson needs to teach Bar­
damu, the knowledge of death.
Robinson regains his sight in Toulouse. He looks 
about him and decides that all the notions about marriage are 
nonsense. He quickly regains his total sight and comes to 
ask Bardamu to help him out of the entanglement with MadeIon. 
Their story becomes a kind of allegory of the rejection of 
human hope as an absurd thing to cling to in the darkness of 
human existence. Madelon clings to the idea of Robinson for 
months. Sometimes, Bardamu gets so distracted by their af­
fair that he feels destructive tendencies toward Madelon. He 
even, at one point, strikes her. The whole affair ends with 
Robinson announcing that his entire life has taught him one 
thing: "every darn thing repels me and disgusts me now" and
that she can do whatever she wants about it (p. 498). In 
these words, Robinson summarizes for Bardamu the entire re­
jection of hope which must be made in order to come to the 
point of accepting total darkness, death. Madelon, the rep­
resentative of the enduring presence of hope, shoots Robin­
son three times with a revolver on the way back to the asylum.
On his death bed, Robinson "made efforts to discover
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whether there hadn't been perhaps some improvement in the 
world. He was going over it all, poor wretch, in his mind, 
wondering whether men hadn't changed just a bit for the bet­
ter while he had been alive; whether he hadn't sometimes, 
without meaning to, been unjust toward them" (p. 501). In 
this final death agony, Robinson allows Bardamu to continue 
to experience vicariously the darkness of human existence. 
Only this time, it is the total darkness that Bardamu ap­
proaches, the total darkness of the void of death. Its ap­
palling nature is too much for Bardamu to comprehend: "I
wasn't death's equal. I was far too small for it. I had no 
great conception of humanity" (p. 501). The incident sets 
off much introspective probing for Bardamu, as is typical 
with such a dark encounter along the journey of the Dark 
Night. He tries to find some explanation for Robinson's 
death, the need for him to die. The only thing he can dis­
cern is the "solid idea" which made Robinson be "severely 
manhandled like that" in the first place (p. 504). Robinson, 
according to Ostrovsky, "rejects everything as being putrid, 
disgusting; his speech is like an enormous bout of mental 
vomitings, a rebellion against life, a repugnance beyond
nausea, so vast that he can only be stilled by death, by a
22total void." Contemplating the nature and validity of
that "idea," Bardamu finally comes back to the live human de­
lusion of hope. By developing an "idea" of his own, he could 
perhaps find the courage to face death with love, accepting
22 Ostrovsky, p. 76.
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the darkness of death, embracing its inevitability: "Death
would be imprisoned in love along with joy, and so comfort­
able would it be inside there, so warm, that Death, the bitch, 
would be given some sensation at last and would end up by 
having as much fun with love as every one else" (p. 505).
But this hope is soon interrupted by friends calling to him 
to make a statement about Robinson's death. Bardamu has fol­
lowed his Shadow to the end of its journey, thus enabling 
Celine to entitle his memoirs Journey to the End of the Night.
In his realization of Robinson's death, Bardamu sees 
the future path he must travel. But for the moment, he is 
still alive. He must continue to experience moment after 
moment of the total dark and absurd nature of his own exis­
tence. At least, he can refuse to continue keeping a record 
of it all. He says, "— let's hear no more of all of this" (p. 
509). Thiher says that in this utterance, Bardamu "ends his 
journey in silence, refusing to speak on about a voyage that
can progress no further than the recognition of its futility 
23and madness." It is the death of his Shadow-self that al­
lows Bardamu to gain the vantage-point of detachment neces­
sary to look at his entire life and to realize the true dark 
nature of that life. As we have said earlier, his ability 
to record this life objectively is provided by his emptying 
his emotional capabilities, something that became very easy 
after experiencing all the encounters of the Dark Night, par­
ticularly the knowledge he has gained by observing Robinson
23 Thiher, p. 37.
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and other men operate from and in their darkness. But it is 
important to realize that he has also observed himself and 
that he has also come to realize the dark nature of his own 
being.
Bardamu faces many moments of such introspective re­
alization about darkness within his own existence throughout 
the novel. He has, for example, many enlightening experi­
ences which explain to him the darker impulses of his sex­
uality. As he indicates, "After all, between the sheets a 
certain salacious ingenuity is as essential as pepper is to 
a good sauce; it makes a finished job" (p. 58). At another 
time, he realizes that the sex drive does not always choose 
appropriate moments to manifest itself: "We ourselves were
there [during the war] fumbling for our happiness, which was 
threatened savagely from all sides. We were ashamed of want­
ing it as we did, but it couldn't be helped; one went to it 
just the same" (p. 68). The insistence of the urge is so 
great that Bardamu realizes that "whatever happens, one has 
to make love, as one has to scratch" (p. 68). The darkness 
of sex is particularly involved with its being consistently 
conducive to the production of man's most absurd preoccupa­
tion, hope: "Love is like alcohol; the more intoxicated and
incapable you are, the stronger and quicker—witted you think 
yourself, and the surer you are of your right" {p. 74). The 
nature of this particular kind of hope is a recurrent theme 
in the novel, as we have seen. Bardamu ruminates about this 
hope until he sees Madelon*s accursed possessiveness of Rob-
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inson- There are moments when he recalls the way in which 
sex rejuvenates hope in the human animal: "You wake up, you
think more clearly than you did before, and you begin to 
hope for things you had entirely given up hoping for: inev­
itably turning back to look for the same old kick" (p. 358). 
Bardamu becomes involved with women time and again only to 
find that there is nothing to such arrangements. They lead 
no where. Women "preserve our lying raison d* etre" (p. 77); 
they would do much better "exercising this magic function, to 
. . . earn [their] own living" (p. 77). Sex, then, is a neces­
sary diversion for Bardamu only to keep him from becoming 
too permanently ensnared in his dealing with the darkness.
When his ego is most threatened, in Detroit, for ex­
ample, when the dehumanizing forces of the machine are most 
at work, he turns to sex to recover a sense of self:
When evening came, I needed the promiscuous trans­
ports of these splendid ever-ready creatures, to 
fashion myself a new soul. The movie was no longer 
any. good to me, too gentle an antidote which pro­
duced no real effect against the materialistic hor­
ror of the factory. I had to seek starker tonics to 
keep me going, a more radical cure. A very moderate 
fee was all that was charged me in this house, merely 
by way of a settlement between friends, because I'd 
brought these ladies a tricky system or two from 
France. (p. 226)
He discovers, from Parapine, that when retreating from Mos­
cow even the great Napoleon succumbed to the urgency of his 
sex drive. This knowledge somewhat depresses Bardamu:
"That's what you have Napoleon up to, even in the midst of 
his greatest reverses and misfortunes" (p- 351). In fact, 
the whole topic of sex depresses Bardamu: "It's all one
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thinks about— in one's cradle, at the cafe, on a throne, in 
the W. C., every damned where!" (p. 351). He becomes in­
creasingly amazed at the terrible extremes humans will go 
to satisfy their sexual urges. During his excursion into 
show business, he meets one Pomone, who specializes in ob­
taining any kind of sexual thrill his clients wish. Bardamu 
learns of these things from him and shrinks from the utter 
darkness that sex involves: "'You went about it,' he ex­
plained to me, 'grouping them in various types, like ties or 
diseases, the quite mad ones on one side, masochists and fe­
tishists on another, then flagellants and the domineering 
sort somewhere else— and so on throughout the lot" (p. 359). 
But perhaps the darkest discovery about sex is witnessing the 
horror of the Robinson-MadeIon liaison. There, sex ceases 
to be the biological necessity and sometimes pleasant diver­
sion which Bardamu realizes is its true reality. Instead, 
under the guise of love, sex for Robinson becomes a vehicle 
for his destruction. The exploration of sex discloses to 
Bardamu that it is a universally experienced part of the hu­
man darkness; as such, awareness of its nature becomes a po­
tent source of knowledge of the total darkness of existence.
An intriguing element of darkness which is part of 
the total dark experience of Bardamu*s life is delirium. 
Bardamu discovers that the human mind is quite capable of 
losing, at times, its contact with reality. Such loss is 
described by Bardamu as delirium. During the throes of de­
lirium, the reasoning faculties of the conscious mind are
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completely overthrown by the darker, frenzied impulses of 
the unconsciousness. Perhaps because of Bardamu's intellec­
tual curiosity, once before observed in his fear of becoming 
insane, he explores the nature of delirium quite thoroughly. 
Almost always, the delirium is initiated by a complete mo­
mentary awareness of the absurdity of his own existence. 
While at the carnival with a friend during the war, Bardamu 
witnesses a fair game which involves shooting tin people 
with some sort of gun. There is no apparent reason for 
playing this game, as far as Bardamu can discern. When he 
compares the carnival game with the larger game of war, the 
absurdity of the analogy causes him to succumb to the dark­
ness of delirium: "in fact, I think it must have been from
that moment that my head began to be so full of ideas and so 
difficult to calm" (p. 55).
After this, he goes completely berserk. He cannot 
even remember what happened to him: "I was feverish and
fell ill? driven insane, they said in hospital, by fear.
They may have been right. When one's in this world, surely 
the best thing one can do, isn't it, is to get out of it? 
Whether one's mad or not, frightened or not" (p. 56). The 
darkness of delirium actually provides Bardamu with an es­
cape from tolerating the total dark reality of his existence. 
Bardamu uses this escape route at least twice more in the 
novel. He becomes ill in Africa, and the illness causes de­
lirium. Again, he loses contact with the world of objective 
reality: "You wouldn't believe how ill I got, going on at
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that rate. As a matter of fact, I was beginning not to see 
clearly, or rather I saw everything as green" (p. 177). He 
goes mad and thinks he is sold as a galley slave to America; 
the delirium is again used as a mode of escape. All he can 
remember is some vague dream about the escape: "all the
same, I tell myself, when I think back on it, surely that 
bearded white man whom we came across one morning standing 
on a pebbly promontory where two rivers meet,— surely he was 
real?" (p. 178). Bardamu consistently uses these deliriums to 
escape the more destructive darkness of reality. We note, 
again, at the end of his show business career, that Bardamu 
has to allow himself this escape from the depressing nature 
of the reality around him. He has heard the blues song 
which spreads unhappiness to its listeners. He is already 
greatly upset. He decides to drink with Tania, his showgirl
friend, and the drink loosens inhibitions and gives way to
another Dionysian revery about spirits:
All the same, you have to know how to see them—  
from inside and almost closing your eyes— because the 
great draughts of light from the electric signs make 
it awfully difficult to see them, even through the 
clouds. I realized at once that the dead would have 
taken Bdbert to themselves; we even made a little 
sign to each other, Bdbert and I, and then, quite 
close to him, we signalled to the very pale girl 
from Raney who had had her miscarriage at last and 
was there now, all empty inside. (p. 364)
He sees a lot of his old patients, as well as several people 
from his African experience— "the Negro on a white cloud, all 
by himself, who was the fellow they had thrashed . . . over
there . . . and old Grappa too" (p. 364). In fact, his rev­
ery recapitulates almost all his past experience with the
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darkness. He regains consciousness and sees the "horizon 
break away and become blue as the day at last begins to 
creep up through the great hole they [the spirits] have 
cracked open in the night as they take flight" (p. 366). 
Delirium, then, becomes an important means of balancing the 
knowledge of the darkness of reality with its consequent ab­
surdity and a reasonable, safe approach to that reality.
For Bardamu, and for Celine, the darkness of unconscious im­
pulses blinds the reason long enough for the reason to gain 
some sort of respite from its life-long battle to make sense 
of existence. Celine approaches the handling of these de­
lirium attacks in much the same manner as most authors ap­
proach the confusion and sometimes purgation of the senses 
in the archetypal expressions of the Dark Night. Delirium 
is Cdline’s method of allowing Bardamu to divorce his self 
from the overbearing involvement with the world of external 
reality. And, as becomes obvious through Bardamu1s handling 
of these delirium attacks, these moments are necessary for 
the individual to maintain a healthy balance among all of 
his mental faculties.
Through Bardamu, Celine also indicates the necessity 
of man’s developing a realistic approach to the concept of 
self, often a major concern in the expressions of the Dark 
Night. Ego and the loss of ego are major considerations of 
Celine’s expression of the archetype, as has been indicated 
intermittently throughout this study. More specific moments 
can be examined to show that ego and ego-loss are actually
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an important consideration for Celine. We have seen that 
Bardamu loses a sense of his personal importance when he 
"had become a dog again at night in those deserted villages 
in war time" finding his way back to camp by smelling "the 
odour of excrement" (p. 31). In the weakness caused by his 
first bout with delirium, Bardamu actually has to defend his 
ego by "stripping those one fears of the slightest prestige 
that one may still tend to accord them. One must teach one­
self to see them as they are, as worse than they are, that 
is; one should look at them from all points of view. This 
detaches you, sets you free and is much more of a protection 
than you can possibly imagine. It gives you another self, 
so that there are two of you together" (p. 59). As we have 
seen over and over, the concept of the second self is very 
significant in Celine. This need to somehow transcend a 
sense of the self is particularly important to almost every 
expression of the Dark Night.
Perhaps the most notable instance of Bardamu1s anni­
hilation of a sense of self occurs during the "trial by hu­
miliation" which takes place on his ship-voyage from France 
to Africa. The other passengers on the ship, "because the 
tropic stove brought out human instincts in the same way as 
the heat of August induces toads and vipers to come out and 
flatten themselves against the fissured walls of prison 
buildings" {p. 110) , turn against Bardamu, even to the point 
of wanting him killed. The inexplicable hatred they feel 
for him causes him to undergo the denunciation of self:
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"Bit by bit, while this humiliating trial lasted, I felt my 
self-respect, which was about to leave me anyway, slipping 
still further from me, then going completely and at last 
definitely gone, as if officially removed. Say what you 
like, it's a very pleasant sensation. After this incident 
I've always felt infinitely free and light; morally, I mean, 
of course. Perhaps fear is what you need most often in life 
to get you out of a hole" (p. 118). By being thus stripped 
of his ego, Bardamu is able to come to a closer understanding 
of what the concept of self means. He decides that it is 
best to allow man to "expand and bask in idiotic self-glori­
fication. Intelligent vanity does not exist. It's merely 
an instinct. Yet there is no man who is not vain before all 
else" (p. 120). The instinct of ego, then, he recognizes as 
another element of darkness in human existence. The neces­
sity to become aware of the self is, in Bardamu*s terms, "The 
great weariness of life" (p. 416). He laments the "vast 
trouble we take to remain always for twenty or forty or more 
years at a time reasonable beings— so as not to be merely 
and profoundly oneself, that is to say, obscene, ghastly, and 
absurd. It's the nightmare of having to present to the world 
from morning till night as a superman, our universal petty 
ideal, the groveling sub-man we really are" (p. 416).
The final major aspect of the darkness of existence 
which Cdline explores in the novel is the tremendous battle 
human beings must fight against boredom. Bardamu repeatedly 
experiences, at first, the effects of others1 ennui, as
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aboard the ship to Africa: "A weight of hatred and boredom
bore down on everything around me. It certainly is an unbe­
lievable boredom aboard a ship— a cosmic boredom. It covers 
the whole sea, the boat and the sky. Even reasonable people 
might be driven to wild excesses by it, let alone these un­
real savages1' (p. 115). But Bardamu*s own personal experi­
ence with boredom is what eventually leads him to a complete 
understanding of the horror of its darkness: "the staleness
of it all depressed one to the heart" (p. 148). It is dur­
ing such moments of ennui that Bardamu most often questions 
the nature of the reality of existence:
I had always suspected myself of being almost 
purposeless, of not really having any single serious 
reason for existing. Now I was convinced, in the 
face of the facts themselves, of my personal empti­
ness. In surroundings so much too different from 
those in which I had previously had my meagre being, 
it was as if I had at once fallen to pieces. I dis­
covered that now that I no longer heard mention of
familiar things, there was nothing to prevent me 
from slipping into an irresistible condition of 
boredom, a sort of sickly, terrifying collapse of 
the mind. It was a disgusting experience. (p. 202)
This type of inert feeling is what he realizes when he sees
that "The world is too heavy a burden for you to lift. You
give up" (p. 259). Often, life itself is depressing for Bar­
damu to the point of boredom: "Living, just by itself— what
a dirge that is! Life is a classroom and Boredom's the 
usher, there all the time to spy on you; whatever happens, 
you've got to look as if you were awfully busy all the time 
doing something that's terribly exciting— or he'll come 
along and nibble your brain" (p. 352). The burden of exis­
tence becomes such a nuisance, at times, that Bardamu laments
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the profoundly boring fact of having to put up with that 
nuisance: "You're sick of always hearing yourself talk . . .
You abbreviate. You renounce. Thirty years you've been at 
it, talking, talking. . . . One's come to be nothing but an 
aged lamp-post of fitful memories at the corner of a street 
along which almost no one passes now" (pp. 459-60). The ul­
timate effects of boredom dull the edges of existence to 
such a point that being ceases to be relevant at all. Bar­
damu, in his most perceptive comment about the nature of the 
ennui which constitutes a very real part of existence, says, 
"If you're to be bored, the least wearisome way is to keep 
absolutely regular habits" (p. 460). The regularity of hab­
its creates boredom so that we see the absurdity of boredom
turning in upon itself. Bardamu's knowledge of the nature
of boredom, acquired of his long encounter with the journey
into night, intensifies his feelings concerning the dark ab­
surdity of man.
Virtually, the greatest knowledge that Bardamu gains 
by experiencing the encounter with the Dark Night of the Soul 
is the awareness of the futility of human hope and the ab­
surdity of the quest for meaning to this existence. Man con­
tinually seeks, continually hopes to attain happiness, but 
Celine believes this occurs primarily because man is yet 
blinded to the true nature of his existence. He does not 
understand, either, the true nature of happiness. And just 
as he has attempted to give us an accurate interpretation of 
the true nature of man's existence, Cdline tries to present
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us with an accurate approach to happiness:
Even if one lived long enough, one would never 
know just where to turn to start on a new happiness.
One would have left aborted happinesses about every­
where; there they'd be stinking in all the corners of 
the earth and one wouldn't be able to breathe even.
The ones that are in museums, real abortions, make 
some people feel ill and likely to be sick, just to 
look at them. And so too are our bloodsome little 
attempts to be happy enough to make one ill a good 
while before actually dying altogether, they are so 
mangled and bad. . . .  We would wither away entirely 
if we didn't forget about them. (p. 379)
This, then, is Celine's explanation of the operation of the 
hope for happiness. Man, according to Celine, should not de­
ceive himself by placing faith in the absurd notion of hope. 
Hope cannot provide man with any kind of explanation for his 
existence. It can only lead to disappointment and disillu­
sionment. Instead, Celine understands that man should follow 
another pathway so that he can attempt to provide himself 
with some meaning for existence. He has Bardamu explain 
this plan:
You delve deeper into the night at first and 
start to panic, but you want to' know all the same, 
and after that you don't come out of the depths of 
the darkness. But there are too many things to un­
derstand at one fell swoop. Life's much too short.
You don't want to do any one an injustice. You have 
your scruples, you don't want to jump to conclusions, 
and above all you are afraid of having to die before 
you have done hesitating, because then you would 
have come into the world for no purpose whatsoever.
And that really would be hell.
One will never have the time, one tells oneself! 
Perhaps the thing would be to slit the throats of 
all those who don't catch one, d* you think? And let 
more of them, more of the poor, be b o m — and so on 
until some lot came along who understood the joke, 
the whole of the joke. (pp. 379-80}
Cdline believes that from an encounter with the Dark Night
of the Soul, man can gain sufficient knowledge to understand
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the true reality of his existence. And the true reality of 
that existence, for Celine, is totally involved with man's 
darkness and with man's absurdity. If one is unable to ex­
perience personally the total encounter with that darkness 
and absurdity, then he can allow himself to be led into the 
Dark Night by Celine#who follows Bardamu who follows Robin­
son. . . .
CHAPTER IV— Part 3
Samuel Beckett's MolXoy
The truth is, coenaesthetically 
speaking of course, I felt more or less 
the same as usual, that is to say, if 
I may give myself away, so terror- 
stricken that I was virtually bereft of 
feeling, not to say of consciousness, 
and drowned in a deep and merciful 
torpor shot with brief abominable gleams,
I give you my word.
— Molloy in‘ Mol'loy
Many of the literary artists of the late 19 40's and 
the 1950's follow Louis-Ferdinand Cdline's lead in under­
standing and portraying the condition of modern man's exis­
tence as essentially absurd. Because of this basic view­
point, some of the more recent artists who choose to express 
the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night attempt to remove 
the dominant emotional reactions of pain and sorrow tradi­
tionally associated with the experience from their record to 
add a new dimension to the meaning of the archetype by re­
garding the encounter as comic rather than tragic. Such a 
comic view of the Dark Night does not preclude any of the 
consistent treatment of the darker, baser impulses within 
man which formulate an essential part of the archetype. In­
deed, the artists continue to express the introspective ex­
ploration of man's dark impulses and to insist upon the real­
ity of the effects of those impulses. But instead of seeing 
those effects as creating a tragic situation for man, these
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artists see them as darkly, pathetically humorous. The art­
ists of this comic view consistently present man as he ex­
ists , in the total reality of his darkness. But their meth­
od of presentation causes the audience to laugh rather than 
to cry. Because of the insistence on dwelling upon man's 
darkness, these artists are often described as writers of 
"Black Humor." Many of Samuel Beckett's artistic endeavors 
have largely been concerned with "Black Humor." He is often 
presented by critics as coming under the influence of the 
particular type of comedy produced in the twentieth-century. 
Beckett's common character resembles closely the indigent 
and aged "little tramp" figure of Charlie Chaplin. And 
Beckett's life-long interest in circus clowns manifests it­
self frequently in the characters and the action of his 
works. We will note such a manifestation in Beckett's nov­
el, Molloy, which forms a part of this study. He describes 
part of his anatomy as "decaying circus clowns." In this 
brief description, we see the "Black Humor" which actually 
dominates Beckett's vision of modern man. His expression of 
the archetypal Dark Night in Molloy is characterized by the 
necessarily serious nature of the experience; however, he 
often looks at that serious nature in a mocking, darkly hu­
morous fashion. It is, perhaps, his ability to laugh at 
man's condition which enables him to gain a sufficiently ob­
jective, perspective on existence in order to present that 
existence from a realistic, philosophical viewpoint. He is, 
therefore, capable of explaining the ontological problems
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concerning twentieth-century man quite faithfully and quite 
accurately, despite the often humorous mode of his explana­
tions. Through providing such a view of modern man, Samuel 
Beckett takes an important place among the writers of the 
twentieth century, among such men as Kafka, Ionesco, Bellow, 
and Albee.
Samuel Beckett's novels present his readers with 
many interpretative problems; however, they have a universal 
appeal to those readers who have been made aware of the in­
tellectual and artistic milieu of the twentieth-century mind. 
This universal appeal is due largely to the archetypal nature 
of the matter of his novels, and the chief clue to understand' 
ing this appeal is the type of response which his novels 
elicit from his readers. J. D. O'Hara indicates one type of 
response when he writes, “although we are immersed completely 
in the novel's report of existence, it is no escape from our 
own because it reminds us too often of our o w n . M a r t i n  
Esslin shows that readers respond to Beckett because he en­
gages them in "an overwhelming emotional, almost mystical, 
experience" which causes them to be "clearly impelled by a
profound experience of insight which has obviously had an
2exhilarating effect on them." These types of reactions are 
somewhat analogous to Jung's description of the effects con­
^ J. D. O'Hara, "Introduction" to Twentieth Century 
Interpretations of Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable, ecL 
J. D. O'Hara fEngTewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1970), p. 2.
2 Martin Esslin, "Introduction" to Samuel Beckett:
A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Martin Esslin {Engle­
wood Cliffs, T5”65) , p. 14.
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cerning the operation of archetypal images as they penetrate 
the conscious mind. Specifically, this study examines the 
archetypal nature of only one of Beckett's novels, Molloy. 
Several variant responses have been recorded to this novel's 
archetypal nature, but those who record them are quite reluc­
tant to delineate a specific type of archetypal pattern or 
image in the novel. Dieter Wellershoff, for example, recog­
nizes that Molloy "has undisclosed depths, the density of an
3archetype that cannot be resolved." G. C. Barnard under­
stands something of the archetypal nature of the novel when
he says, “the impact of Molloy on our feelings is immediate,
4for he is any decrepit tramp we may meet on the road." Per­
haps the closest expression of a specific archetypal nature 
in the novel is expressed by Frederick J. Hoffman: "Both
its titular hero and Moran go on 'quest journeys,1 in search 
of each other, with these objectives: to find their causes,
to unite as aspects of the same self."5 But this view encom­
passes only a part of the total metaphorical pattern of the 
novel. Molloy is also another expression of the archetypal 
pattern of the Dark Night of the Soul.
The novel is divided into two equal portions, each a
3 Dieter Wellershoff, "Failure of an Attempt at De- 
Mythologization: Samuel Beckett's Novels" in Samuel Beckett:
A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Martin Esslin CEngle- 
wood Cliffs, 1965)7 P* 95.
^ G. C. Barnard, Samuel Beckett: A New Approach 
(London, 1970), p. 44.
5 Frederick J. Hoffman, Samuel Beckett: The Lan­
guage of Self (Carbondale, Illinois, 1962) , p. 120.
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written record of the various experiences Molloy and Moran 
encounter during their separate but definitely related voy­
ages. Molloy, the hero of the first half, opens his account 
from his mother's bed. He informs us of the necessity to 
produce "pages" for "them." And then he tries to remember in 
order to record the specific occurrences which happened on 
the road leading to his mother's bedroom. The journey is seen, 
then, as a reminiscence. It is now over, and he has arrived 
where he had set out to go. Molloy's story is an attempt to 
reconstruct the past journey in order to come to terms with 
the present actuality. He must discover how he got to his 
mother's room so that he will know that he i& there. The 
novel, then, becomes an intense introspective study of his 
journey which begins with the resolution to go to his mother. 
There are several meetings which Molloy recalls during his 
introspection. He remembers seeing A and C on a hill. He 
remembers being arrested by the police for resting on his 
bicycle in an unlawful manner. He remembers killing a lit­
tle dog and then being adopted by its owner, Sophie Loy 
(Lousse), to replace the dog which replaced the child she 
never had. This encounter becomes, in Molloy's thinking, an 
encounter with the Circe archetype, and it sets off a leng­
thy self-study which includes reminiscences of his reactions 
to the world of academics and to sex. Then he recalls leav­
ing Lousse to wander around a town which he thinks was his 
hometown. He also remembers that during this wandering he 
once tried to commit suicide. Molloy wearies of giving us
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all these details; so he hurriedly gets through the descrip­
tion of his sojourn at the seaside in order to describe the 
forest. During his stay in the forest, he meets and kills a 
man, but he can only vaguely remember this now and certainly 
he cannot remember the details. Finally, he recalls tumbling 
into a ditch from which someone rescued him to take him to 
his mother's room. And Molloy's story ends at this point.
The second half of the novel is a record which Jacques 
Moran makes of his particular journey. He recalls that the 
voyage was prompted by orders from Youdi, brought to him by 
Gaber, to seek one Molloy. His record is filled with the 
minutiae of the preparations he made to follow those orders.
He and his son, Jacques Moran, set out at midnight on a Sun­
day to seek Molloy. Moran remembers sending his son to buy 
a bicycle in a near-by village during the journey. Then, he 
tries to remember what he did when he was left alone. He re­
calls meeting two men, one of whom he thinks he killed al­
though he cannot absolutely remember the incident- His son 
returned and they quarrelled. During the night, his son 
stole the bicycle and most of the money and ran away. After 
this, Moran can only recall that he remained in the same 
place for quite awhile, caught in some sort of lethargy. Fi­
nally, he remembers that Gaber reappeared and informed him 
that he should return home immediately— "instanter.1 The re­
turn home was particularly painful and arduous for Moran.
But he remembers arriving safely. His son was not at home 
when he arrived, but the young boy is now back and sleeping.
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Moran, remembering that he must write a report of all this 
for Youdi, goes into his home and writes the opening lines 
for the second half of the novel*
Perhaps the most obvious link this novel has with 
the typical expression of the Dark Night archetype is its 
use of the journey motif. It does, however, have some defi­
nite references to the other facets of the pattern which we 
have noted as being typical: the ineffable nature of the ex­
perience, the effects of the encounter on the sense percep­
tions, the loss of ego caused by the encounter, and the feel­
ings of inertia which accompany it, and the theme of de- 
doublement. The novel also dramatizes Beckett's belief that 
the experience has a very significant function in delineating 
the nature of existence, especially for the creative artist. 
In order to provide some understanding of that function, this 
study will examine the first half of the novel's involvement 
with the archetypal pattern in some detail. The second half 
becomes, as we will see, a repetition of the archetype, a 
repetition that is both aesthetically and ontologically 
necessary for Beckett's explanation of man's existence.
The ineffable nature of the experience with the Dark 
Night forms a major realization in Molloy's mind concerning 
the things that happened to him while on his journey to his 
mother. He insists that he will record, for our benefit, 
the truth about that journey; but, as he says, "The truth is 
I don't know much."^ Molloy, and Beckett, realize that the
Samuel Beckett, Mdlloy, trans. Patrick Bowles (New
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experience of the Dark Night cannot be fully understood by 
those who do not undergo its dangers and its potentialities 
for knowledge. Molloy tries to explain this to his audience: 
"the true night, perilous too but sweet to him who knows it, 
who can open to it like the flower to the sun, who himself 
is night, day and night . . . For the night purge is in the 
hands of technicians for the most part. They do nothing 
else, the bulk of the population have no part in it, prefer­
ring their warm beds, all things considered" (p. 90). Ac­
cording to Beckett, the vast majority of mankind cannot con­
cern itself with the knowledge derived from the totally in­
trospective and utterly frightening encounter with the Dark 
Night, a sentiment quite similar to Jung's explanation of 
the Shadow archetype. It is much better for these people to 
remain personally ignorant and uninvolved with the total 
truth of human existence: "For to know nothing is nothing,
not to want to know anything likewise, but to be beyond any­
thing, that is when peace enters in, to the soul of the in­
curious seeker" {p. 86). Neither Molloy nor Beckett, however, 
is an "incurious seeker"; consequently, they make the journey 
into the Dark Night of the Soul.
Throughout the first part of the novel, Molloy gives 
us indications concerning the nature of the journey he has 
experienced. He feels that the journey has provided him 
with many moments when he was "once again I am I will not
York, 1955), pp. 7-8. All further references to the novel 
will be taken from this text.
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say alone, no that's not like me, but, how shall I say, I 
don't know, restored to myself, no, I never left myself, 
free, yes, I don't know what that means but it's the word I 
mean to use, free to do what, to do nothing, to know, but 
what, the laws of the mind perhaps, of my mind" (p. 16).
His journey, then, as we become more and more aware, is an 
introspective one in which he tries to understand the "laws 
of his own mind." (Incidentally, the passage shows the 
trouble Molloy has in expressing what he is trying to say 
and is certainly another indication of the difficulty at com­
municating the archetypal experience.) The introspective 
nature of Molloy's journey has been recognized by most crit­
ics. Ludovic Janvier, for example, feels that the work is
"a novel of adventure and a mental landscape, Molloy is a
7metaphor of the journey toward the self." Beckett appropri­
ately enough has Molloy, too, recognize the metaphorical as­
pect of his journey: "I went on my way, that way of which I
knew nothing, qua way, which was nothing more than a surface" 
(p. 34). Shortly, we will see that Molloy develops the meta­
phor for the introspective nature of his journey in much 
greater detail. More immediately, however, we see that Mol­
loy realizes his encounter with the introspective darkness 
of himself has a very definite purpose. He says it is "no 
part of my tottering intentions to treat here in full, as 
they deserve, these brief moments of the immemorial expia-
7 Ludovic Janvier, "Molloy” in Twentieth Century In­
terpretations of Molloy, Malone Dies,’ The Unnamab'le, ed. J.
D. O'Hara (Englewood Cliffs, 1970) , p . 57.
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tion, I shall nevertheless deal with them briefly, out of 
the goodness of my heart, so that my story, so clear till 
now, may not end in darkness, the darkness of these towering 
forests, these giant fronds, where I hobble, listen, fall, 
rise listen and hobble on, wondering sometimes, need I say, 
if I shall ever see again the hated light" (p. 106). The 
metaphorical journey into the heart of Molloy1s mind is, for 
him, an "expiation," a purgation of the self in order to un- 
derstand the self and in order to give meaning to the exis­
tence of the self.
The location of Molloy's journey is a literary actu­
alization of the inner reality of Molloy1s mind. It is his 
introspective "region." There are several instances in the 
novel when he tries to discern through rational means the 
boundaries of that "region." First Molloy realizes that ac­
tual regions do not simply end but actually merge into other 
regions; then he is astounded that the region of his journey 
never in fact changes, that he tends to remain in the same 
place throughout his voyage: "however far I went, and in no
matter what direction, it was always the same sky, always the 
same earth, precisely, day after day and night after night.
. . . I preferred to abide by my simple feeling and its 
voice that said, Molloy, your region is vast, you have never 
left it and you never shall. And wheresoever you wander, with­
in its distant limits, things will always be the same, pre­
cisely" (p. 88). When he reaches the seaside during his 
travels, he does not allow us to misunderstand the truth of
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his "region": "But don't imagine my region ended at the
coast, that would be a grave mistake. For it was this sea, 
too, its reefs and distant islands, and its hidden depths"
(p. 92). And when he arrives at the forest, he again in­
forms us of the true nature of the locale through which he 
is going: "For my region was not all forest, far from it.
But there were plains too, mountains and sea, and some towns 
and villages, connected by highways and byways. And X was 
all the more convinced that I would get out of the forest 
some day as I had already got out of it, more than once, and 
I knew how difficult it was not to do again what you have 
done before" {p. 115). Ultimately, we see that Molloy's 
region becomes part of the same country through which Moran 
passes on his journey. Moran, then, feels the need to go to 
"Molloy" country to seek Molloy. Moran, perhaps better than 
Molloy, defines the true boundaries of the "region": "By the
Molloy country I mean that narrow region whose administrative 
limits he had never crossed and presumably never would, 
either because he was forbidden to, or because he had no wish 
to, or of course because of some extraordinary fortuitous 
conjunction of circumstances" (p. 183). It is completely 
appropriate for Moran to help us understand Molloy's region 
since he is, in fact, a great help to Molloy in providing 
Molloy with some reasonable explanation for existence. The 
references Molloy and Moran make to the "region" of the jour­
neys are allegorical representations of the psychological ter1 
rain of Molloy's mind. Janvier explicates the role of that
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region in the novel when he says, "The same country of pas­
tures , peat bogs, and thickets serves as setting for the 
travelers, who are also both involved with that forest in 
which the encounters occur and which they go through with 
that Cartesian persistence that makes souls strong, that for­
est that is also the testing ground whose duplication only 
helps to reveal the Dantean archetype:
Halfway through life's journey 
I found myself within a dark forest „ 
in which the straight path grew lost."
Indeed, Hugh Kenner uses the metaphors for "region" to ex­
plain that the reason Moran can never fulfill his quest, the 
finding of Molloy, is that in order to do so "he would have
to forsake the rational domain" of his own mind and try to
9exist in the Molloy country. Moran would have to experi­
ence the complete annihilation of his own self in order to 
assume another's. We will see, later, that this activity— a 
necessary part of the experience of the Dark Night— actually 
transpires during the course of the novel. But Moran, who is 
totally immersed in a rational approach to existence, is not 
the one who does this. Instead, it is Molloy who actually 
annihilates his "region" in order to create a locale for 
Moran's story about finding Molloy. But before he can tho­
roughly remove himself from his home region, Molloy must 
gain a complete knowledge of all the features of that locale.
8 Ibid., p. 51
g Hugh Kenner, Samuel Beckett: A Critical Study
(New York, 1961) , p. lOTTI
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And such a study is not always a pleasant task. Sometimes 
the study is so intense that it brings the person into the 
Dark Night of the Soul. Then, it is a weary, terrifying, 
and boring task. Molloy seems to recognize several of these 
facts about the study of his home locale. He says, "it is 
not the kind of place where you go, but where you find your­
self, sometimes, not knowing how, and which you cannot leave 
at will, and where you find yourself without any pleasure, 
but with more perhaps than in those places you can escape 
from, by making an effort, places full of mystery, full of 
the familiar mysteries" (p. 53). Molloy eventually becomes 
terribly frightened of his growing awareness of the facts of 
this terrain: "I listen and the voice is of a world collaps­
ing endlessly, a frozen world, under a faint untroubled sky, 
enough to see by, yes, and frozen too. And I hear it murmur 
that all wilts and yields" (p. 53). He discovers that the 
knowledge he gains by inspecting his region is a mockery of 
his very existence; for it informs him that he must die, that 
he must "wilt and yield."
The knowledge of the darkness of death is perhaps 
the most significant fact that the study of his region, his 
sojourn through introspective geography, provides for Molloy. 
The lesson which Molloy learns from the contemplation and 
nature of his own death disturbs him with the absurdity to 
which death reduces existence. Perhaps Nathan Scott best 
helps us to understand Molloy1s reaction to this absurd con­
dition when he says that in Beckett "Man is a rope stretched
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across an abyss: at one end it appears to be his nature to
go beyond what-is, to live in possibility, or, out of Noth­
ing; and, at the other end is the certainty of death which,
in extinguishing all possibility, brings the human enter-
10prise, finally and absolutely, to nought." Molloy feels 
nothing but dread concerning his own death; and he feels he 
must hurriedly "recount these moments with a certain minute­
ness, it is a relief from what I feel coming,, (p. 50). By 
writing us an account of what his existence is and what it 
has been, he gains some kind of relief from the knowledge of 
his impending death. When he despairs of the long journey 
on which he is embarked and almost attempts suicide by cut­
ting his wrists, he thinks about death. But the thoughts are 
not really recorded until much later in the novel, that is, 
in his account of the suicide:
death is a condition I have never been able to con­
ceive to my satisfaction and which therefore cannot 
go down in the ledger of weal and woe. Whereas my 
notions on being put to death inspired me with con­
fidence, rightly or wrongly, and I felt I was en­
titled to act on them, in certain emergencies. Oh 
they weren't notions like yours, they were notions 
like mine, all spasm, sweat and trembling, without 
an atom of common sense or lucidity. . . . Yes, the 
confusion of my ideas on the subject of death was 
such that I sometimes wondered, believe me or not, 
if it wasn't a state of being even worse than life.
So I found it natural not to rush into it, and, when 
I forgot myself to the point of trying, to stop in 
time. (p. 91)
Death becomes, for Molloy, the only future which man can as­
suredly expect, "for the future is by no means uncertain,
Nathan Scott,' Samuel Beckett (New York, 1965) ,
p. 127.
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the unspeakable future" (p. 108). Molloy's ideas about death 
only frighten him, and he soon relegates such thoughts to 
the level of the "unspeakable" in the absurd hope of removing 
death as far from his human experience as possible*
Besides the knowledge of the darkness of death which 
Molloy discovers on his introspective journey into the Dark 
Night, he also becomes aware of the dark nature of sex. He 
remembers moments when he wished himself to be sexless: "1
would have been happier, livelier, amputated at the groin"
(p. 47). His own genitalia become objects of prolonged scorn 
in the introspective study of his body. He feels that cas­
tration would have benefited him: "I longed to see them
gone, from the old stand where they bore false witness, for 
and against, in the lifelong charge against me. For if they 
accused me of having made a balls of it, of me, of them, they 
thanked me for it too, from the depths of their rotten bag, 
the right lower than the left, or inversely, I forget, de­
caying circus clowns" (p. 47). Instead of providing him 
with some sort of reason to exist, which he seems to feel is 
their ultimate purpose, his genitalia have always failed him 
through their incapability of performing. At the same time, 
they thanked him for never having subjected them to the ab­
surd hopes with which sexuality tends to be linked in the 
minds of men, the hopes for performance and for procreation. 
There are other aspects of sex which Molloy studies during 
his record of the journey. He recalls the first sexual ex­
perience of his life, an experience which he "lent [himself
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to] with a good enough grace, knowing it was love, for she 
had told me so" (p. 76). The story of this dark experience 
points to his growing awareness of the absurdity of man's 
having to tolerate the sexual urge as well as to the absurdi­
ty man tends to assign to sex in the guise of love. Molloy 
cannot even recall the partner's name from this first act of 
"love," much less the nature of the sex act they shared; "Per­
haps after all she put me in her rectum. A matter of com­
plete indifference to me, I needn't tell you. But is it true 
love, in the rectum? That's what bothers me sometimes. Have 
I never known true love, after all?" (p. 76). To Molloy the 
sex act is dark and insanely demanding, yet he also realizes 
that it is quite readily the result of the absurd attempt at 
clutching "love," a term used with much irony in Beckett:
"not when you are comfortable, but when your frantic member 
casts about for a rubbing-place, and the unction of a little 
mucous membrane, and meeting with none does not beat in re­
treat, but retains its tumefaction, it is then no doubt that 
true love comes to pass, and wings away, high above the tight 
fit and the loose" (pp. 77-78). Sex is obviously confused 
for love in Molloy's mind, and, for Beckett, in most men's 
minds. Molloy, in contemplating the early sex encounter he 
describes, desires "to know whether all my life has been de­
void of love or whether I really met with it, in Ruth" (p.
78)— earlier, her name is recorded as "Edith." But one ac­
tual encounter with this type of confusion is enough to last 
Molloy a life-time, a conclusion to which, Beckett feels,
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most men do not come, as is evident in their numerous at-. 
tempts to find "love." Molloy says, "What I do know for cer­
tain is that I never sought to repeat the experience, having 
I suppose the intuition that it had been unique and perfect, 
of its kind, achieved and inimitable, and that it behoved me 
to preserve its memory, pure of all pastiche, in my heart, 
even if it meant my resorting from time to time to the alleged 
joys of so-called self-abuse" (pp. 78—79). It is ironic that 
his purity of "memory" cannot recall the essential fact of 
the other person's identity, her name. Molloy's next en­
counter in his study of the darkness of sex is with his 
reminiscences about Sophie Loy, or Lousse, as he calls her.
He remembers he had run over her dog and had almost 
been mutilated by the crowd who had witnessed the accident. 
Lousse had to prevent the crowd from hurting him. She sub­
sequently took him to her home to clean, feed, and bed him.
She becomes, in Molloy's eyes, the Circe of his Odyssey. He 
recalls finally escaping her clutches after becoming aware of 
constant attempts on her part to "poison" him with drugs.
Molloy's musings concerning sex end abruptly with a 
realization of a very dark sexual feeling within his being 
which he had never faced before: "I am tempted to think of
them as one and the same old hag, flattened and crazed by 
life. And God forgive me, to tell you the horrible truth, my 
mother's image sometimes mingles with theirs, which is lit­
erally unendurable, like being crucified, I don't know why 
and I don't want to" (p. 79). G. C. Barnard sees the knowl-
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edge of this particularly dark urge in him ultimately as "the
cause of his utter disgust with life, of his withdrawal from
reality, and also the cause of his need to return to his 
11mother." The knowledge of his dark Oedipal urges bothers 
Molloy greatly. Indeed, Molloy's mind becomes obsessed with 
the search for his mother, to "settle matters between them," 
as the dominant reason for undergoing the entire introspec­
tive journey he is now recording for our benefit. Molloy's 
concern with sex, then, is as Eugene Webb describes it, "a
purely physical phenomenon, and not a very enjoyable one at
12that. It offers no serious hope of escape from solitude."
But more importantly, sex does not provide Molloy with a 
reasonable means of knowing or proving the nature of his ex­
istence.
Molloy's need to return to his mother becomes, in his 
rationalized view, the fundamental reason for undergoing the 
journey. This need has become, also, the subject of much 
critical conjecture. Essentially, it is involved with a 
need to explain as completely as possible the truth about his 
being; it is involved with Molloy's ontological purpose. At 
one point in the novel, Molloy asks quite simply, "What is it 
I want?" (p. 15). The answer to Molloy's question is that he 
wants to be provided with some meaning, some proof for his 
existence. But this answer can only be provided by himself,
^  Barnard, p. 41.
12 Eugene Webb, Samuel Beckett: A Study of the
Novels (Seattle, n. d.), p. T35.
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by his participation in the journey.
His journey toward his mother, through his "region," 
is the journey toward the life-source for him. Perhaps by 
returning to that life-source, he feels, he can gain a knowl­
edge of the true meaning of his being. The guest for the 
mother represents, then, the need to be perceived by her in 
order to know he is. Even if he only exists as her son, and 
has no other existence given him, he will have achieved some 
level of being. The memory of the constant need to be per­
ceived by his mother reminds Molloy that he often expanded 
this "oceanic feeling" to include any "craving for a fellow" 
(p. 19). Again, it is the desire to be perceived which makes 
him feel this "craving." If someone could record his exis­
tence through their being, his being would somehow be defined. 
He remembers often feeling the need to connect his being 
with someone outside that being. Indeed, it still operates 
in him at the end of the journey, for he writes a record of 
his experiences in the hopes that it will be perceived. But 
it is, he says, through the "talking of the craving for a 
fellow that] let me observe that having waked between eleven 
o'clock and midday (I heard the angelus, recalling the incar­
nation, shortly after) I resolved to go and see my mother"
(p. 19). His mother had given him his biological incarnation; 
therefore, she could perhaps help indicate to him any other 
aspects of his incarnation. Throughout the remainder of the 
first part of the novel, Molloy remembers this resolution to 
reach his mother as a "voice" commanding him to proceed to­
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ward his goal. Nathan Scott helps us to understand Molloy's 
purpose in following these commands:
So, then, in a time when the world is frozen 
and "all wilts and yields," the artist's turning 
(Molloy-Moran) must be towards Mother's Room, to­
wards the dark and original source of Being: the
journey there is difficult and dangerous, and, in 
his wanderings over and through the Mountains and 
Valleys of Primal Pain, he may be stripped of every 
security and racked by infinitely excruciating hurts 
and humiliations.
Molloy is extremely disappointed, therefore, when he arrives ■
at his mother's room and finds she is not there. He quickly
finds another method of explaining his being, however, as we
will see somewhat later.
Molloy's need to discover what being means is most 
insistent, and this provides him with some stamina to face
the trials and darknesses of the journey into the Dark Night.
He recalls that his entire life has been devoted to this 
quest. The world of academics he comes to see as simply 
another attempt to provide his being with some meaning he 
could understand:
Yes, I once took an interest in astronomy, I
don't deny it. Then it was geology that killed a
few years for me. The next pain in the balls was 
anthropology and the other disciplines, such as psy­
chiatry, that are connected with it, disconnected, 
then connected again, according to the latest dis­
coveries. What I liked in anthropology was its in­
exhaustible faculty of negation, its relentless def­
inition of man, as though he were no better than God, 
in terms of what he is not. But my ideas on this sub­
ject were always horribly confused, for my knowledge 
of men was scant and the meaning of being beyond me.
(p. 52)
It is no surprise, then, when Molloy surrenders himself to
Scott, pp. 63-64.
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the compulsive guest to find his mother which he rational­
izes as leading him to the ultimate answers about existence.
The reiteration of the need to be with his mother occurs fre­
quently: "And of myself, all my life, I think I had been go­
ing to my mother, with the purpose of establishing our rela­
tions on a less precarious footing" (p. 118). When he real­
izes this purpose sometimes gets confused with the darkness 
of his Oedipal urge, he is thoroughly shocked by his own 
thoughts. It is perhaps for these sins, the Oedipal urge 
and the compulsion to know what being is, that Molloy must 
undergo his journey of "expiation." Thus, Molloy's intro­
spective journey is in large measure a search for the source 
of life in order to prove his existence. Some of the diffi­
culties he encounters on this journey, as we have already 
seen, are dark and dangerous. But his reactions to various 
other discoveries he makes along the way cause him to classi­
fy his journey as "a veritable calvary, with no limit to its 
stations and no hope of crucifixion" (p. 105).
The first of these further reactions Molloy makes to 
the journey of "expiation" is one which we note as typical 
of the expressions of the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night; 
that is, the diminution of the reliability of the sense percep­
tions which causes a loss of contact between the individual 
and the external world. Molloy recalls that on his journey 
through his "region," he often became confused and upset be­
cause he could no longer recognize any apparent contact with 
the world of objective reality. At such times, he realized
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the true condition of this "unreal journey" which began 
"when over what is called our hemisphere the sun is at its 
pitilessmost and arctic radiance comes pissing on our mid­
nights" (p. 21). His senses, somehow, do allow him to un­
derstand that the journey is a night journey, that "the sun, 
hoisting itself higher and higher in the east, had poisoned 
me" (p. 24); that he has "no reason to be gladdened by the 
sun and takes good care not to be- The Aegean, thirsting 
for heat and light, him I killed, he killed himself, early 
on, in me" (p. 39). During the course of his journey, there­
fore, Molloy experiences many moments when he feels as if 
his sense perceptions are no longer in normal operation. He, 
at one time, sees the world around him "through a glittering 
dust, and soon through that mist too which rises in [him] 
every day and veils the world from [him] and veils [him] from 
[himself]" (pp. 37-38). He recalls that his senses took on 
peculiarities along the path of his journey, as, for example, 
when he can "hear" death rather than understand its existence 
as an abstraction: "it is a sound which begins to rustle in
your head, without your knowing how, or why. It's with your 
head, you hear it, not your ears, you can't stop it, but it 
stops itself, when it chooses” (p. 54). Sometimes, during 
the Dark Night, he experiences the awkward sensation of com­
pletely losing contact with the world around him: "Yes it
sometimes happens and will sometimes happen again that I for­
get who I am and strut before my eyes, like a stranger. Then 
I see the sky different from what it is and the earth too
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takes on false colours" (p. 56). Molloy assures us that 
such sensations only prompted him to investigate more in­
tensely the true nature of his being. The suspension of self 
which Molloy experienced at such times becomes a very signif­
icant means of achieving a valid knowledge of what existence 
is, as we will see later. For the time being, we note that 
Molloy realizes that his sensory experiences with the world 
were becoming less and less acute. This dimming of the sen­
ses actually causes him to loosen his hold on what he once 
thought of as reality so that, eventually, this activity be­
comes so common to his experience that he grew "used to see­
ing the sun rise in the south, used to not knowing where [he] 
was going, what [he] was leaving, what was going with [him], 
all things turning and twisting confusedly about [him]" (p.
59). The strangeness of this new way of perceiving things 
affects Molloy uniquely. He says, "Without going so far as 
to say that I saw the world upside down (that would have been 
too easy) it is certain X saw it in a way inordinately for­
mal, though I was far from being an aesthete, or an artist"
(p. 67). In his Dark Night, Molloy began to feel some urges 
which, when they occurred, were completely inexplicable to 
him. But, as we will see, these moments actually were prepa­
rations for the emergence of "an aesthete, an artist."
It is perhaps in some sort of introspectively violent 
yet logical reaction to the loss of a realistic approach to 
the outside world that causes Molloy to begin to take an un­
usually intense interest in objects, in possessions particular-
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ly. As he puts it, "To restore silence is the role of ob­
jects" (p. 16). Silence, for Beckett, usually connotes 
peace. The ultimate peace, the peace of death, if of course 
the nothingness so dominant in the expressions of the mem­
bers of the "Ecole du neant."*^ Beckett obviously feels 
that at least some semblance of this peace is achieved
through the use of "solid objects, things that can serve as
15refuges from nothing." These "things" provide a means for 
man to order his existence with something outside that exis­
tence— at least for as long as man can remain interested in 
them. They provide man with a respite from the ordeal of 
being totally immersed within the bounds of his own existence.
The role Molloy attributes to his hat is a good indi­
cation of this type of reaction: "I took off my hat and
looked at it. It is fastened, it has always been fastened, 
to my button hole, always the same buttonhole, at all seasons, 
by a long lace. I am still alive then. That may come in 
useful" (p. 16). As Hoffman says, "Beckett's adventures of 
self were to be concerned more exactly with objects" which 
entailed "not only the exact identity of the object, but its
role in extending the self, its attachment to it, resemblance
1 6to it, or distance from it." Molloy remembers making use
14 Richard N. Coe, "God and Samuel Beckett" in Twen­
tieth Century Interpretations of Molloy, Malone Dies, The 
Unnamable, ea. J. D. O'Hara fEnglewood Cliffs, 1970), p. 112.
15 William York Tindall, Samuel Beckett (New York, 
1964), p. 28.
^  Hoffman, p. 84.
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of things to rest his mind throughout his journey. It is 
his mind which gets the most exercise on this introspective 
path; so to allow itself moments of "silence," his mind be­
comes preoccupied with such things as "bicycles and horns."
He says, "What a rest to speak of bicycles and horns. Unfor­
tunately it is not of them I have to speak, but of her who 
brought me into the world" (p. 20). Molloy*s most memorable 
use of objects is his "sucking stones." At several moments 
during his discourse, he recalls having used these stones to 
allow his mind respite: "I took a pebble from my pocket and
sucked it. It was smooth, from having been sucked so long, 
by me, and beaten by the storm. A little pebble in your 
mouth, round and smooth, appeases, soothes, makes you forget 
your hunger, forget your thirst" (p. 33). And toward the end 
of his journey, these stones become the objects concerned 
with his "principle of trim"— a mathematical activity involv­
ing his mind in an attempt to solve the problem of sucking 
sixteen different stones without ever sucking the same one 
twice until all the rest had been sucked. This final elab­
orate attempt at mathematically ordering his existence 
through the use of objects occurs close to the end of the 
Molloy section of the novel, at a time when Molloy*s contact 
with the external world is almost completely obliterated.
At that time, we see that Molloy*s reaction to the world is 
indicated in his sense of the "unreal" nature of the world 
about him: "there could be no things but nameless things,
no names but thingless names" (p. 41).
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Even after the journey is complete, Molloy tries to 
make use of the only "objects" at his disposal in an attempt 
to help him sustain some meaning to his existence. These 
"objects" are those parts of his physical being to which his 
sense perceptions can still react. We see, as a result, 
that Molloy is reduced to counting "the gas [which] escapes 
from [his] fundaments": "One day I counted them. Three
hundred and fifteen farts in nineteen hours, or an average 
of over sixteen farts an hour. After all it’s not excessive. 
Four farts every fifteen minutes. It's nothing. Not even 
one fart every four minutes. It’s unbelievable. Damn it, I 
hardly fart at all, I should never have mentioned it" (p. 39). 
Molloy1s sensory contact with the outside world becomes less 
real as he approaches the end of his account. Then, he can 
perceive things "but darkly . . .  in the present state of our 
knowledge" (p. 58). As he nears the end of the journey, his 
own body, therefore, tends to lose its sensory reality to 
him: "when I see my hands, on the sheet, which they love to
floccillate already, they are not mine, less than ever mine,
I have no arms, they are a couple, they play with the sheet, 
love-play perhaps, trying to get up perhaps one on top of 
the other. . . .  And yet I do forget them and I watch the 
couple as they watch each other, a great way off" (p. 89). 
Molloy's feeling that the cessation of some kind of reality 
or meaning from his own body has taken place is an experience 
very typical of the archetype of the Dark Night. It is the 
experience of the annihilation of sensory perceptions brought
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on by the "unreal journey" of the Dark Night.
Yet another typical aspect of this "unreal journey" 
is the loss of ego which we have noted as a recurrent idea 
in the expressions of the pattern. This idea seems especial­
ly significant to Beckett's final reasons for the necessity 
to experience the Dark Night. The idea of the loss of ego 
begins, in Molloy, with the realization of the gradual phy­
sical and mental deterioration Molloy experiences during his 
journey. He begins the journey with one stiff leg, yet he 
is still capable of riding his bicycle. By the time he 
leaves Lousse's house, he is so physically deteriorated that 
he is reduced to hobbling away on crutches which he remem­
bers always having had for that purpose. During his nights 
in the forest, he moves onward "in this way, crawling on 
his belly, like a reptile" (p. 121) . Ultimately, he is 
forced to "crawl on his back, plunging my crutches blindly 
behind me into the thickets, and with the black boughs for 
sky to my closing eyes" (p.’ 122). Molloy's physical deteri­
oration is nothing more than the normal decay of the body as 
it approaches death. But in his hyperconscious state of 
trying to understand what is happening to him, this deteri­
oration is obscene and absurd, as we can remember by his ref­
erences to his legs and to his genitalia. For Molloy, his 
life becomes the "life of decomposition":
To decompose is to live too, I know, I know, don't 
torment me, but one sometimes forgets. And of that 
life too I shall tell you perhaps one day, the day 
I knew that when I thought I knew I was merely ex­
isting and that passion without form or stations
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will have devoured me down to the rotting flesh it­
self and that when I know that I know nothing, am 
only crying out as I have always cried out, more or 
less piercingly, more or less openly. Let me cry 
out then, it's said to be good for you. (p. 33)
The attitude of despair which prevails in this passage is 
indicative of his reaction to the terrible blow his ego re­
ceives by the knowledge of his physical deterioration. Such 
physical decomposition is very detrimental to the ego. Thus 
deprived of the use of his body, Molloy experiences even 
further the annihilation of the concept of self which is 
characteristic of the Dark Night archetype. But this anni­
hilation does not stop with Molloy's body. His mental pro­
cesses also suffer some degeneration on his archetypal jour­
ney. He indicates that his common mode of mental operation 
has been reason. Throughout his life he has used reason to 
help him come to conclusions proving his existence. For ex­
ample, he once used the counting of farts as well as the 
"principle of trim" to provide him with mathematical prob­
lems for which his reason had to find solutions. Through 
his reason, he could "suck the stones . . . , not haphazard, 
but with method" (p. 100). The formulation of such Carte­
sian methods to prove his existence was very important, for 
his early praise of mathematics is primarily based on the 
chance it gives for reason to prove his existence in Carte­
sian terms: "Extraordinary how mathematics help you to know
yourself" (p. 39). But eventually, he realizes that his 
darker experience with the journey causes him to "confuse 
several occasions, and different times, deep down, and deep
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down is my dwelling, oh not deepest down, somewhere between 
the mud and the scum" (p. 17). At such times, the mental 
confusion caused by the reduction of his reasoning powers 
partly indicates the annihilation of the ego experienced dur­
ing his Dark Night. It is no surprise, then, when Molloy ul­
timately views his self as something living in a "sealed jar." 
And the "noise" of that existence strikes his ear as immensely 
mournful and melancholy. It is, in fact, an existence in the 
"recess of night":
And there was another noise, that of my life be­
come the life of this garden as it rode the earth of 
deeps and wilderness. Yes, there were times when I 
forgot not only who I was, but that I was, forgot to 
be. Then I was no longer that sealed jar to which I 
owed my being so well-preserved, but a wall gave way 
and I filled with roots and tame stems for example, 
stakes long since dead and ready for burning, the re­
cess of night, and the imminence of dawn, and then the 
labour of the planet rolling eager into winter, . . . 
and all the horrors of it all all over again. But 
that did not happen to me often, mostly I stayed in 
my jar which knew neither seasons nor gardens. And 
a good thing, too. But in there you have to be care­
ful, ask yourself questions, as for example whether 
you still are, and if no when it stopped, and if yes 
how long it will still go on, anything at all to 
keep you from losing the thread of the dream. (pp.
65-66)
From this passage we realize that the only times Molloy feels 
he escapes from his "sealed jar" are those moments when he 
"rode the earth of deeps and wilderness," the Dionysian mo­
ments of creative endeavor. For Molloy, without a definable 
and recognizable image of the self, without an ego, man's 
total existence becomes "the thread of the dream." He com­
pletely loses contact with the reality not only of the world 
but also of the self. Without this sense of ego, man is rel­
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egated to a psychological and metaphorical blob of proto­
plasm in a jar.* As Beckett expresses it, this particular 
state of being, a state incurred by experiencing the Dark 
Night, reduces the knowledge the self can accurately know to 
the gray formlessness of inertia.
Molloy's reactions to his loss of ego are often mani­
fested in his account of the journey. Most frequently, these 
manifestations take on some kind of attempt to express the 
amorphous nature of this particular state of being: "even
my sense of identity was wrapped in a namelessness often 
hard to penetrate" (p. 41). He laments the fact that he can 
no longer use his reason to help him define something about 
this existence. He feels helpless and absurd in trying to 
define it as simply "life": "My life, my life, now I speak
of it as of something over, now as of a joke which still goes 
on, and it is neither, for at the same time it is over and it 
goes on, and is there any tense for that?" (p. 47). But what 
can one expect, Beckett seems to ask, in a world with a Broken 
Center: "Watch wound and buried by the watchmaker, before he
died, whose ruined works will one day speak of God, to the 
worms" (p. 47). Realizing that the situation of his present 
existence in his mother's room is something completely uncon­
trollable, Molloy bemoans its inertia: "I could not hope
for anyone to come and stand beside me, and yet it was a pos­
sibility X did not exclude. That's a fairly good caricature
*See the third novel of Beckett's trilogy, The 
unnamable.
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of my state of mind at that instant. Net result, I stayed 
where I was" (pp. 84-85). The experience with inertia is 
quite similar to the many expressions of the boredom and ac­
cidie we have seen in the archetypal pattern of the Dark
Night. This stasis, so reminiscent of Beckett's Waiting for 
Godot, does not offer the peace of the "neaht" to Molloy, 
however, for it is not death. He must continue to exist 
even if it is in the inert condition of lying on his mother's 
bed: "The truth is, coenaesthetically speaking of course,
[he] felt more or less the same as usual, that is to say, . . . 
so terror-stricken that [he] was virtually bereft of feeling, 
not to say of consciousness, and drowned in a deep and mer­
ciful torpor shot with brief abominable gleams" (p. 72).
These “brief abominable gleams" felt in the ultimate
depth of the Dark Night are primarily the moments when Mol­
loy somehow manages to escape a sense of his personal exis­
tence altogether. These moments somehow transcend the dark 
life of the Dark Night: "And so at last I came out of that
distant night, divided between the murmurs of my little 
world, its dutiful confusions, and those so different (so 
different?) of all that between two suns abides and passes 
away. Never once a human voice" (p. 18)* Molloy discovers 
that somehow he can feel "removed . . . then from him I 
seemed to be, and in that remove what strain, as of hawsers 
about to snap" (p. 27). The "strain" to which he refers is 
a brief metaphorical image of the complex metaphorical night 
he explains in the novel. Thus, after a long, painful ef­
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fort, he is capable of producing the effect of objectively 
looking upon himself so that "Yes, it sometimes happens and 
will sometimes happen again that the forgot] who [he was] 
and strut[s] before [his] eyes, like a stranger" (p. 56).
Such moments see the total objectification of Molloy*s self, 
the total actualization of his inner reality on an object 
outside his own being, the "stranger strutting before his 
eyes." At such times, Molloy feels that his relationship 
with all the rest of existence is vastly different from his 
norm: "Then I see the sky different from what it is and the
earth too takes on false colours" (p. 56). The "false colours" 
of the earth are the creations of Molloy*s mind. So, as we 
will shortly see, is the story of Moran's journey to find 
Molloy.
One of the means of escaping the inert condition of 
man's existence, then, is his ability to regard that exis­
tence as an object. This theme has occurred throughout the 
expressions of the archetypal pattern of the Dark Night, usu­
ally in the terms of a Shadow-self or a doppelgahger. For 
Beckett, and thereby for Molloy, viewing the self as object 
is achieved by dedoublement, by "creating" the self as a 
second-self in the form of a character in a story. As Molloy 
says, "What I need now is stories, it took me a long time to 
know that, and I'm not sure of it" (p. 15). What the tale he 
tells us in the first half of the novel involves is the man­
ner in which he became acquainted with the fact that he was 
concerned with the world in an "inordinately formal way" and
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that, therefore, he was, in fact, "an aesthete, an artist."
The story he tells, essentially the story of his plunge into 
the darkness of his self comparable to the Dionysian impulse 
of Nietzsche, becomes an aesthetic statement of the creation 
of the aesthetic impulse within his being.
The impulse comes across to us, the readers of his 
aesthetic, in the form of the "They [who] don't want that"
(p. 7), the "they" who compel Molloy to create the "pages" to 
be picked up by "their" messenger. The reference to "they" 
is explained as the "imperatives" he knew well: "It is true
they nearly all bore on the same question, that of my rela­
tions with my mother, and on the importance of bringing as 
soon as possible some light to bear on these and even on the 
kind of light that should be brought to bear and the most ef­
fective means of doing so" (p. 117). The explanation of the 
"imperatives" indicates the compulsion Molloy retains con­
cerning his need to come to some understanding of what being 
means. Even the creative impulses, the "imperatives" of the 
primordial urges of the unconscious mind of the artist, are 
viewed as further means of explaining his existence. They are 
the "other things calling me and towards which too one after 
the other my soul was straining, wildly" (p. 13). That he 
must strain, that the pathway he must travel is dark and 
dangerous, Molloy shows us in his record of his journey.
The experience of the Dark Night is important as a means of 
purging the self to the state of objectifying the self in 
order to project that self as a created thing.
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J. D. O'Hara explains that Beckett's own concept of
aesthetic inspiration is the creation of a major metaphor
for the "changes" which signal existence: "the first and
major mode is inseparable from suffering and anxiety— the
suffering of the dying and the jealous anxiety of the ousted.
17The old ego dies hard." These are Beckett's own words, 
and are taken from his study of Proust. And Tindall indi­
cates that the hero-creators of Beckett's novels— and Beckett 
himself— have as their primary purpose "to 'cause to live, be
another, in myself, in another,' by creating something from
18nothing, to find relief from 'formlessness' in form." Tin­
dall's references are to Beckett's The Unnanteable. In order 
to create the "form," Beckett, as most critics seem to agree, 
believes it is necessary for the artist to undergo the arche­
typal experience of the Dark Night of the Soul. Edith Kern 
says, "For Beckett, then, the writer's experience consists 
above all of descent, and his task is to report of the trea­
sures he has found in that bottomless sack filled with pure
19forms and commotion." And Lawrence E. Harvey says that 
Beckett realized that in order to create an artistic work, 
the artist had to understand the "unreality, or better una­
vailability, of things in the world outside; things hidden by 
surfaces, immersed in flux, subject to the conditions of
^  O'Hara, p. 11. Tindall, p. 29.
19 Edith Kern, "Black Humor: The Pockets of Lemuel
Gulliver and Samuel Beckett" in Samuel Beckett Now, ed. Mel­
vin J. Friedman (Chicago, 1970), p. 101.
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20space." These ideas are part of the experience of the 
archetypal Dark Night. In addition, these notions, as Nathan 
Scott sees it, liken Beckett to the whole tradition of exis­
tential thinking. Beckett, as Scott understands him, has re­
alized the existential condition of modem man and what the 
modern artist must understand in order to portray that con­
dition:
For the controlling bias of such a positivistic cul­
ture as our own is towards a blandly complacent pre­
occupation with the operables of the phenomenal world, 
and it is often by way of losing all sense of what 
is primitively marvelous in the fact that there is a 
world, in the fact that there is something rather 
than nothing. But, in the experience of Nothingness, 
all the structures and categories of reason disap­
pear, and, in this nocturnal emptiness, the human 
imagination is precipitatedout of its forgetfulness: 
ontological hunger provokes remembrance, and the 
very absence of Being provokes the question of Being—  
so that, in a way, the loss of Being brings one into 
proximity to its Mystery, and Nothingness becomes a 
kind of witness to the Indestructible.
Despite Scott's somewhat romantic theological conclusion, he 
does manage to capture a sense of what Beckett's view of the 
aesthetic process is. As for the novel Molloy, Beckett's role 
there seems to be as some sort of detached, god-like creature 
who becomes, in Federman's view, Molloy1s "hypothetical im­
perative" the "hidden procreator" who "compels the Beckettian 
derelicts to go on and on toward an unknown and unattainable 
goal."22
20 Lawrence E. Harvey, Samuel Beckett: Poet and
Critic (Princeton, 1970), p. 425.
21 Scott, pp. 128-29. The underscoring in this quo­
tation is mine.
22 Raymond Federman, Journey to Chaos: Samuel
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The character Molloy, then, according to these ideas, 
becomes an objectification of at least part of Beckett's in­
ner self, a self he came to understand only after experienc­
ing the trials and horrors of the Dark Night of the Soul. 
What, then, is Moran’s role in the novel? The common read­
ing of this character's role is that he is the artist who 
journeys to discover the dark, irrational impulsive Molloy 
within his own being. As a consequence, this reading finds 
Moran writing a report of his journey to find Molloy. The 
critics who believe this interpretation force the novel's 
normal sequential and, to me, logical nature. They insist 
that the second half of the novel be read firstl Some of 
these critics even recognize that the dichotomy between Mol­
loy and Moran is the Nietzschean Dionysian-ApolIonian dis- 
23tinction. But their reasoning seems to me to be a bit 
faulty, based as it is on the wrenching of part of the con­
text from its proper position. Would it not be more logical 
to assume Beckett intends the novel to be read the way he 
wrote it?
If this is the case, then the Moran section of the 
book seems to be quite evidently the "creation" spawned in 
Molloy's mind after having explored the darker "region" of 
his being, after having experienced the Dark Night of the
Beckett1s Early Fiction (Berkeley, 1965), p. 185.
^  Edith Kern, "Moran^-Molloy: The Hero as Author"
in Twentieth Century Interpretations of Molloy f Malone pies,
The Unnamable, ed. J. D. CrHara (Englewood Cliffs, 1970j^ 
---------
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Soul. The subject of Moran's story is, of course, the at­
tempt to write down the encounters of the journey he under­
takes to find Molloy. Having, by now, become acquainted with 
Molloy's compulsion to find reasons for being, we see that 
Moran's story takes on the perspective of an objective report 
aimed at finding (and in so doing proving) Molloy. It comes 
as no great shock when we realize that the Moran-journey is 
yet another expression of the archetypal journey of the Dark 
Night with the exception that he, unlike the more insightful 
artist, cannot really gain the ultimate knowledge that the 
journey can provide for man. It would be superfluous here 
to explicate the entirety of Moran's journey; however, a 
clear indication of its relation to the archetype can be 
made rather briefly.
Moran's journey is quite clearly established as a 
night-journey in the very first words of the second half of 
the novel: "It is midnight" (p. 125). The introspective
nature of the journey is established if we remember that we 
are reading his thoughts concerning the report he must make 
to Youdi about his search for Molloy. We note that he expe­
riences the same sensations of losing contact with the ob­
jective world: "To try and solve the problem of transport
under such conditions was madness. Yet that was what I was 
doing. I was losing my head already" (p. 134). He finds 
that his reasoning powers— and since he represents the more 
Apollonian impulse in Molloy's faculties this is understand­
able— are much greater than Molloy's ever were. They are.
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however, useless in trying to understand what is happening 
to him: "I could not understand what was happening to me.
I found it painful at that period not to understand. I 
tried to pull myself together. In vain. I might have known. 
My life was running out, I knew not through what breach1 
(pp. 130-40). He discovers that he contains, within his be­
ing, some very dark and distressing potentialities— not the 
least of which is his incipient sadistic tendency. This par­
ticular darkness is apparent in the scene in which Moran 
gives his son the enema. (One cannot help conjecturing 
whether this image is not, perhaps, Beckett's subtle comment 
on the nythopoetic images in such writers as Joyce. This 
image is what has become of the strong unifying metaphor of 
Daedelus-Icarus, the father-son relationship, in the world 
of the Broken Center.) Moran's physical deterioration paral­
lels Molloy's, and this fact points to the projection of Mol- 
loy's being onto Moran's. Moran gradually loses the power 
to walk. He returns home on crutches. This idea is closely 
linked with Molloy's loss of the concept of self which was 
initiated by his physical collapse. All of these conditions 
we have already noted in Molloy*s case, but the best expres­
sions of Moran's experience with the Dark Night are seen in 
his own words. The "unreal journey" on which he embarks is 
most poignantly presented by a man whose personal existence 
was, once, very firmly grounded in the reality of his garden, 
his hens, his bees, his Sunday mass, and his son. Moran rep­
resents an almost totally reasonable approach to existence,
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and he is profoundly shocked when he finds himself doing to­
tally unreasonable things:
It was then the unheard of sight was to be seen 
of Moran making ready to go without knowing where he 
was going, having consulted neither map nor time­
table, considered neither itinerary nor halts, heed­
less of the weather outlook, with only the vaguest 
notion of the outfit he would need, the time the ex­
pedition was likely to take, the money he would re­
quire and even the very nature of the work to be 
done and consequently the means to be employed. (p. 169)
Moran cannot understand, any more than can Molloy, the rea­
sons why he must make the journey. He knows only that he is 
prompted by something outside his realm of control: "All is
tedious in this relation that is forced upon me" (p. 180).
And the danger of such a situation is readily apparent to 
him. He fears the complete loss of self which the encounter 
with the Dark Night indicates that it will produce:
Does this mean I shall one day be banished from 
my house, from my garden, lose my trees, my lawns, my 
birds of which the least is known to me and the way 
all its own it has of singing, of flying, of coming 
up to me or fleeing at my coming, lose and be banished 
from the absurd comforts of my home where all is snug 
and neat and all those things at hand without which I 
could not bear being a man, where my enemies cannot
reach me, which it was my life's work to build, to
adorn, to perfect, to keep? I am too old to lose all
this, and begin again, I am too oldi Quiet, Moran,
quiet. No emotion, please. (p. 181)
The reader feels a great uneasiness about the last words in
this passage. They seem to be uttered by a detached, wise
voice which understands that Moran's despair is useless.
The words are from Molloy, he who has already learned of
the uselessness of emotion during the experience with the
Dark Night. This intrusion by Molloy into the life of Moran
is not the only time he enters Moran's night. In fact, just
309
as Molloy must obey the "imperatives" to get to his mother 
(particularly the "hypothetical imperative"), so must Moran 
follow the dictates of the "ambiguous voice." Often, that 
voice is immensely terrifying. But when Moran imagines the 
man who utters the voice, he is much more terrified:
He rolled his head, uttering incomprehensible 
words.
He was massive and hulking, to the point of mis­
shapenness. And, without being black, of a dark
colour.
He was forever on the move. I had never seen
him rest. Occasionally he stopped and glared furi­
ously about him.
This was how he came to me, at long intervals.
Then I was nothing but uproar, bulk, rage, suffoca­
tion, effort unceasing, frenzied and vain. Just the 
opposite of myself, in fact. It was a change. And 
when I saw him disappear, his whole body a vocifera­
tion, I was almost sorry.
What it was all about I had not the slightest 
idea. (p. 155)
The irony of the coirplete novel can be observed in this pas­
sage. Molloy1s chief purpose in creating Moran was to be al­
lowed some sort of glimpse at his own being. What he sees 
through Moran*s eyes is just as amorphous as his being in a 
sealed jar.
Moran ends his journey by experiencing the tremen­
dous sensation of sterility and faithlessness which we note 
in the more theological versions of the Dark Night archetype. 
In fact, Moran finds himself concerned with "certain ques­
tions of a theological nature:
3. Did Mary conceive through the ear as Augustine 
and Adobard [sic] assert?
4. How much longer are we to hang about waiting 
for the antechrist [sic]?
5. Does it really matter which hand is employed 
to absterge the podex? (pp. 228-29)
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Too his whole concept of self has altered: "when I passed my 
hands over my face, in a characteristic and now more than 
ever pardonable gesture, the face my hands felt was not my 
face any more, and the hands my face felt were my hands no 
longer" (p. 322). At this point, Moran, too, experiences the 
annihilation of the ego so typical of the Dark Night. Un­
like Molloy, Moran cannot come to terms with what the adven­
ture of the Dark Night really means. Not being the artist 
Molloy is, he cannot use the experience as matter for artis­
tic creation. Thus, when he attempts to write down his 
story, he has great difficulty. It is not "pages" for him, 
but a mere factual "report." And since he deals almost ex­
clusively with facts and with the world of objective reality, 
he cannot feel the upsurging images of archetypes bombarding 
his consciousness from his unconsciousness (the Jungian ex­
planation for archetypal awareness). He does not, like Mol­
loy, "need stories." Thus, when he tries to write down his 
story, he has difficulty. He says, "Then I went back into the 
house and wrote, It is midnight. The rain is beating on the 
windows. It was not midnight. It was not raining" (p. 241). 
Moran's being will not allow him to regard the words as 
truth. His mind will not accept the creative leap to fic­
tion. Moran, as it turns out, cannot objectify his exis­
tence into a second-self. He can feel the potentialities 
for this process, but he cannot actually perform it. He is, 
therefore, the more ordinary man who experiences the Dark 
Night of the Soul. He cannot come to a true realization of
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what the experience means to him. Quite obviously, the ex­
perience has no aesthetic purpose for Moran at all. As he 
says, "I was not made for the great light that devours, a 
dim lamp was all I had been given, and patience without end, 
to shine it on the empty shadows. I was a solid in the 
midst of other solids" (p. 147). Unlike Molloy, Moran can­
not find a way to escape his being. He cannot refer to him­
self in the detached third person of the Molloy who admits 
that “Molloy could stay, where he happened to be" (p. 124) 
and go on to create an objectification of that Molloy in the 
form of Moran. Molloy can leave his being in any spot in 
order to escape the world of "solids" to enter the fictional 
world of "false colours" where "There seemed to be rain, then 
sunshine, turn about. Real spring weather" (p. 124). Molloy 
can be a part of those who seek "the great light that de­
vours" in order to find a means of being created and in order 
to create.
Molloy*s creation of Moran is analogous to Beckettls 
creation of Molloy. And he serves to explain the ultimate 
reasons why Beckett feels it necessary for man, particularly 
the artist, to experience the archetypal journey of the Dark 
Night of the Soul.
CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
From the careful investigation of these modern nov­
els, we can formulate a relatively simple abstraction of the 
archetypal Dark Night of the Soul. The experience is most 
often conceived as a metaphorical journey into the darkest 
recesses of the unconscious mind. On this introspective 
journey, the individual participating in the archetypal ex­
perience discovers important facts about those particular 
facets of his personality which have traditionally been con­
sidered as "dark" in the sense of moral values and in the 
sense of primitive. Because of his kinship with the animal 
world, this individual discerns his potentialities for al­
most pure instinctual responses which exist in him. The most 
consistently utilized concrete example of such a dark, in­
stinctual response is sex. When the individual ultimately 
realizes that these responses are basically of a "dark" na­
ture, he readily experiences a startling blow to his ego.
This blow causes him to suffer acute mental anguish which he 
usually has difficulty in overcoming. Finally, the anguish 
becomes so unbearable that the individual's mind shifts its 
attention to an intense examination of the suffering it is 
experiencing. His mind, in its attempts to understand the 
complexity of that dark suffering, often becomes stagnant
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because of the intensity of the introspective study. At 
this point, the individual begins to experience a mental 
stasis during which his sensory perceptions undergo drastic 
changes in their normal operation. Such an abrupt change in 
the normal capacity for perception causes the individual to 
lose his ability to see the total reality of the external 
world. He consequently experiences a detachment from that 
world. This detachment results in an even further confusion 
of the concept of self, the ego. With the loss of ego, the 
conscious image of self, the individual comes to a fork in the 
road of his introspective journey. One path leading from the 
fork involves the necessary and complete negation of the per­
ception of the self as an individuating, separate entity— the 
necessity to forget the self and to look outside so that the 
self can merge into union with some sort of "otherness."
The other path follows the same removal of attachment and at­
tention to the self. But along this road, the self learns 
to objectify all personal knowledge about the self— to re­
gard the self as a created thing which can be studied and 
thereby understood. Generally, the two paths described cor­
respond to the separate visions which characterize the di­
vergent expressions of the archetypal pattern as examined in 
this study.
The theological and moral visions merge in their em­
phasis in denying self-sufficiency in order for the self to 
establish relationships with something external to the self. 
The ontological vision believes the self can provide itself
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with meaning by undergoing the reasonable detachment neces­
sary to look at the self as "object." It is possible to de­
monstrate these different visions by referring to other more 
recent artistic expressions of the archetype.
The theological vision, for example, remains a viable 
part of the orthodox twentieth-century viewpoint. We see 
something of the archetypal pattern manifested in C. S. Lewis' 
The Problem of Pain. In this work, Lewis attempts to define 
particular theological facts explaining the necessity for man 
to experience physical and psychological pain, the darkness 
of suffering. Lewis sees Christ's life as an archetypal pat­
tern for man; consequently, man experiences agony only as a 
recurrence of Christ's archetypal agony. Lewis believes that 
the universe operates by "fixed laws, consequences, unfold­
ing by causal necessity, the whole natural order" which lim­
its man's "common life" thereby formulating "the sole condi­
tion under which any such life is possible.1 Accordingly, 
Lewis thinks that if man should "try to exclude the possi­
bility of suffering which the order of nature and the exis­
tence of free wills involve, [he] would find that [he has] 
excluded life itself."^ Man, Lewis feels, must suffer, in 
order to be self-aware, to share the love of a God who cre­
ates suffering out of love, and to share in the common love 
of humanity. These ideas indicate a universal level of mean­
ing for human suffering, a level of meaning closely analogous
1 C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York, 19 62),
p. 34. All quoted passages are from this same page.
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to that discerned by Saint John of the Cross.
The moral vision certainly dominates the recurrence 
of the archetypal pattern in modern literature. It is im­
portant to realize here that frequently these expressions do 
not include the entirety of the archetypal experience, that 
often some small portion of the total experience is dwelt 
upon by some particular author. One of the more serious ex­
pressions of the moral vision of the archetypal pattern is 
Hermann Hesse's Siddhartha. In this novel, Hesse explains 
the true path of the "seeker" which necessitates an encount­
er with man's darker nature. Even the pious and faithful 
Siddhartha must experience the dark allurements of sex before 
he can completely understand existence as a manifestation of 
Brahman. Siddhartha also must undergo the particular pains 
parenthood engenders in man, for he must see his son go his 
own way. Even more important, Siddhartha experiences the 
complete denial of the self so characteristic of the moral 
vision of the archetype in order to achieve a mystical expe­
rience with Brahma. Another example of the moral vision of 
the archetype is expressed in Thomas Mann's Death In Venice. 
Von Aschenbach's wild, Dionysian indulgence which immediately 
precedes his "perfect" composition reflects many of the char­
acteristic occurrences of the Dark Night. William Faulkner 
presents still another expression of the archetype when in 
The Sound and the Fury he shows Quentin Compson's loss of 
identity and self-awareness in the scene immediately pre­
ceding his suicide. Flannery O'Conner records the complete
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helplessness, inertia, and subsequent detachment from exter­
nal reality the young Tarwater encounters as God "burns" into 
his brain transforming him into a prophet in The Violent 
Bear It Away.
The moral vision is also manifested in more popular
artistic production. Carson McCullers discloses the dark
anguish and the feeling of losing contact with the world of
objective reality experienced by the deaf mute in The Heart
Is â Lonely Hunter when his lover Antonapolus dies. Movie
audiences are familiar with Ingmar Bergman's record of the
archetype in his study of the darkness of insanity, Through
a Glass Darkly. Among the recently ascendant artists of
Black Literature, Hal Bennett's Lord of Dark Places expresses
the archetypal disorientation and loss of identity experienced
by a Vietnam veteran who tries to return to New York ghetto
life. Perhaps the most popular expression of the archetype
is George Harrison's poem, "Beware of Darkness":
Watch out now, take care beware the thoughts 
that linger 
winding up inside your head—
The hopelessness around you in the dead of night 
Beware of sadness
It can hit you; it can hurt you—
Make you sore and what is more, that is 
not what you are here for . . .
2Beware of darkness. . . .
In all moral expressions of the archetype, the same 
general idea presents itself: through man's thorough knowl-
2 George Harrison, "Beware of Darkness" on All 
Things1 Must Pass, Apple Records (London, 1970)-
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edge of the darkness within himself, he can learn to control 
and to restrain the darker side of his being. Through this 
control man creates an order for his existence, and that ex­
istence is made even better by extending the self outwards 
toward all the "otherness" of the universe. The artists who 
have portrayed man in the Dark Night, in the midst of his at­
tempts at discovering moral truths, actually assume a role 
more traditionally reserved for priests. The artist has be­
come an arbiter of moral standards. In a world without a cen­
ter, the artist feels he has a right to assume this duty.
His right is based on the wisdom he has gained by personally 
experiencing the Dark Night. He can strike, therefore, the 
"buddha-like" pose to invite the rest of mankind to share 
his knowledge of darkness— to learn, as Marlow does, by "peep­
ing over the edge of the abyss" and to thereby understand the 
absolute necessity for the operation of controlling moral 
standards. According to this view, man can avoid falling 
into the "abyss" of chaos by understanding these moral stan­
dards. Consequently, the moral vision of this writer makes 
him insist on the advisability of avoiding total self-suffi­
ciency and of participating, in Charles Williams' words, in 
"the best there is"— participating, at the very least, in 
the unity of suffering which can be shared with all of humanity.
The ontological vision of the archetypal pattern of 
the Dark Night does not recur in modern literature nearly so 
frequently as does the moral vision. It is primarily in the 
works of the "existential" writers and the artists of the
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"absurd" that expressions of the ontological vision occur. 
Certainly, in "the benign indifference" of the universe that 
Camus' Meursault recognizes in The Stranger, something of the 
annihilation of the ego typical of the archetypal Dark Night 
experience is indicated. And in the thorough detachment of 
the viewpoint of the "new novel," for example in Robbe- 
Grillet's The Voyeur, we can identify the loss of the concept 
of self which characterizes part of the archetypal experience. 
But the most fully developed ontological visions as expressed 
in the archetypal pattern are Celine's Journey to the End of 
the Night and Beckett's Molloy. The author who concerns him­
self with the ontological problems facing man first decides 
on a careful, detailed observation and analysis of his own 
personal being. His discoveries about himself can easily be 
extended to include the rest of humanity. Through this minute 
introspective study of the self, the existential artist comes 
to understand the experience of the Dark Night as most vital 
in comprehending the true meaning of being. Its importance 
partially involves the discovery of the darkness within, but 
more significantly the archetype provides the existential 
artist with a viable means of actually "looking" upon his own 
being. First, then, the existential artist recognizes the 
dark, irrational impulses which invade a large portion of 
man's existence. Included with this recognition is the fact 
that man must be subjected to such absurd, irrational im­
pulses. Finally, by experiencing the lowest depths of the 
Dark Night, through the complete annihilation of a sense of
3X9
an individuating, identifiable self, this type of artist 
learns to cope with his knowledge of the absurdity of the 
human condition. Through the loss of his ego, the existen­
tial artist is capable of projecting his self outward, there­
by creating a "second" self by dddoublement. This "second" 
self becomes the hero of the particular artistic expression 
of the archetype. The hero as he experiences the Dark Night 
is an actualization of the artist's own inner reality in ob­
jective terms. In this way, the artist creates an accurate 
and serious portrait of his own existence and thereby gives 
it boundaries and dimensions— indeed, an almost independent ..... . 
reality. Through extension and identification, the artist 
provides his fellow man with at least the method for obtaining 
a definition of his personal existence. If he is fortunate, 
the artist's fellow man can experience the Dark Night of the 
Soul and the consequent loss of the concept of self so that 
he can project that concept onto an objectified, "second" 
self. Usually, however, this process is reserved for the 
artist; and the artist's expression of the process of the 
Dark Night serves, for him, a definite ontological purpose.
If you are a Nathan Scott and believe in the "religion 
of literature," the archetype of the Dark Night teaches you 
how to achieve some kind of union at least with those who 
have experienced and recorded it. If you are a Celine or 
Beckett and believe in the "mad taking care of the mad," 
then the archetype's expression can provide you with a method 
of knowing what it means to exist.
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Whatever the particular vision the author imposes on 
the archetype of the Dark Night of the Soul, its expression 
in the literature of the twentieth century assumes a level 
of significance sufficient to warrant a close scrutiny of 
its various processes.
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